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This thesis adopts a constructionist approach to meaning-making, adapted by feminists and 
poststructuralist geographers to conceptualise the relationships between people and place 
identities. I use these theoretical tools to discuss four small NSW towns where single-screen 
cinemas constructed in the mid-first half of the 20th Century have been the subject of 
grassroots campaigns and State government policies supporting their preservation and 
restoration as community cinemas between 1977-2005. Campaign, place-making and policy 
discourses surrounding these projects suggest that the value of these cinemas now lies in their 
significance for an ongoing sense of community in their towns. For some, cinema preservation 
campaigns intensify connections by offering new points of articulation for social and spatial 
identities. Cinema preservation and restoration campaigns offer an exciting opportunity to 
explore these processes in operation. In its theoretical underpinnings this thesis extends the 
ongoing shift in cinema studies towards spatial thinking. In methodological terms, approaches 
developed in cultural geography are introduced to strengthen practices of rigour in a discipline 
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we all took it for granted 
that you'd always be around 
i heard rumours of your decline 




there's no such thing as fate 
so we're all stuck here forever 
and the only thing the future holds 





 my memories of Wollongong’s Regent Theatre 
 
As a 10 year-old child I sit in the auditorium of Wollongong’s Regent Theatre for the first time. The 
school holidays are on and I have been taken there with my sisters by our father for a special outing to 
see Born Free (1966), although I now realize the film was released before I was born. I guess Dad 
thought we would like the lions but I don't remember if I did or not. I remember a VW Beetle in the dark 
cavernous foyer, a promotion for Herbie Goes Bananas (1980), ‘COMING SOON’. I recall being impressed 
by the size of the auditorium, I am sure that in that vast space there are only a few other people, and I 
remember throwing my head back and looking up at the ceiling. It is high, and, so far away, strewn with 
lights like stars. I look at the ceiling and think about stars in the sky. I somehow know I am in another 
place, in another world. I have been taken back in time. 
 
Ten years later I am a young adult, studying for a degree in literature at university and travelling with a 
new circle of friends. We meet every year in the Regent’s bright-lit foyer, look at the Douglas Annand 
sculpture set into the wall, raise our eyes to the pumpkin lights, line up for tickets and wait for each 
other by a water feature. Upstairs, while we wait for French films to start, we take refreshments on a 
magical mezzanine level where the kiosk is set within screens of back-lit Japanese paper inlaid with 
butterflies. There is a viewing platform with a single chintz chair overlooking the crowd. I go up there to 
experience the exclusive perspective. Every year I recognize more people in the jovial crowd. Some of 
these people become life-long friends. I know even at the time that this gathering is at least as 




I am 30 now and heavily pregnant with my first child. I live around the corner from the Regent and with 
my tribe of friends and family I go there to a midnight screening. The Blair Witch Project (1999) is making 
its hyped Wollongong premiere. It is the height of summer on top of which we are in the middle of a 
heat wave. The midnight session is sold out but either nobody in the ticket boxes is keeping track and 
they sell more tickets than seats, either that or they do realize, and still they sell more tickets than seats. 
A single-screen cinema is not likely to operate at a profit at this time and the night’s crowd is an 
exception. I have a seat, but the aisles are packed with bodies sitting on the floor. The mass of bodies 
and the warm night make the temperature in the auditorium unbearable, and as the film ends we all 
spill out of the EXITS urgently, into rarely walked laneways that lead to the back of the theatre. 
Sweating, smiling. 
 
I now live on the other side of the world and work in the education office at the flagship cinema of the 
UK’s largest independent arthouse cinema chain. Sometimes I hang around the box office, talking to the 
ticketsellers and watch the people come in. ‘What would you like to see?’ they are asked. ‘What’s on?’ 
they often reply. I sit in the cinema bar and watch people filter in, thinking about why they come. I see 
most of the films myself but I have a nagging sense that they are secondary. People will watch whatever 
is on at a convenient time. They come to meet their friends, I think, and they come to be here. While I 
am far from home, I see emails about the Regent Theatre closing, being placed on the market, about the 
early maneuverings of a protest campaign – SAVE THE REGENT THEATRE.  
 
I return to my hometown and join The Friends of the Regent Theatre activist group. We want The 
Regent preserved and work to have it listed on the State Heritage Register. To demonstrate the social 
and cultural value of the theatre we hold a public rally, and call it a ‘Have your say day’. We invite people 
to tell us their memories of the theatre. I stand in the spacious outer foyer, holding a recording device, 
listening.  
 
Wollongong’s Regent Theatre has been preserved, heritage listed and after twelve years operating as an 






The picture palace, or movie palace, is described by Herzog as ‘a special type of big city movie theater 
built in America between 1913 and 1932’ (1981, p. 15). In fact, ‘the first palatial movie theater was 
constructed in Paris in 1910’ (Valerio & Friedman 1982, p. 15). However, histories of the movie palace 
phenomenon have typically centred on developments in the industrial (Gomery 1992), architectural 
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(Valentine 1994) and operational (Hall 1988) features of the picture palace phenomenon in the United 
States, particularly focused on the extravagances and innovations that were pioneered in the theatre 
hub of New York in the 1920s (see Hall 1988). The dominance of the picture palace era lasted until the 
impact of the Great Depression in the United States (Thorne 1976, p. 5), by which time ‘every city had a 
dozen or more movie palaces, and these buildings lived on to remind us of the “golden age” of the […] 
movie palace’ (Gomery 1992, p. 59). 
      
Cinema construction in Australia at this time was similarly robust. During the 1920s in Australia ‘the 
number of cinemas was rising more rapidly than the population increase’ such that by 1928, ‘Australia 
was next to USA in the ratio of cinema seats to population’ (Thorne 1981, p. 68). Many cinemas built in 
Australia during the same period, and all of those used as case studies in this research, show the 
influence of this picture palace prototype (Thorne 1976, p. 5; 1981, p. 1). This influence of the New York 
palaces also extends to operational practices as, for example, S. L. ‘Roxy’ Rothapfel’s vision for and 
influence on the presentation and operation of movie palaces – including innovations such as dressing 
and training ushers in militaristic discipline, the closing and raising of a curtain over the screen (Hall 
1988; Thorne 1981, p. 1) – were reproduced around the world.  
 
This research does not address large metropolitan picture palaces, however. Rather, it is interested in 
their contemporaneous small-town Australian cinemas. According to Valerio and Friedman, the movie 
palace and its smaller relatives ‘differ more in size and seating capacity than in décor’ (1982, p. 11). 
Although none meet the scale of those located in metropolitan centres, Marling asserts that the 
reference to the New York palaces meant that ‘although the antechambers were greatly reduced’, 
smaller houses retained a degree of grandeur characterised as ‘small palaces - minipalaces’ (2001, p. 
18). It is true that the décor of the small-town Australian cinemas is diminished in comparison to most 
metropolitan palaces. However, it was common for even small-town Australian cinemas of the interwar 
era to feature design elements that could be modestly described as ‘flourish’ and that construct 
relations to the New York flagship palaces.  
 
Additionally, naming practices emphasise the connections between the New York picture palace 
precedents and Australian cinemas of the interwar era. The scope of influence of the picture palace style 
of film exhibition is evident in the extraordinary spread and incidence of the ‘Roxy’ name. A personal 
nickname of Sam Rothapfel since prior to his time managing theatres in the film business, the name 
‘Roxy’ was first endowed on a movie palace when Rothapfel opened his first owner-operator palace in 
New York (Hall 1988). Such was the magnitude of Rothapfel’s influence on cinema cultures of the time 
that it extended to the small NSW town of Leeton, which in the 1930s had two Roxy cinemas. Thorne 
describes the Roxy Gardens cinema at Leeton in New South Wales (NSW), Australia as ‘a true 
atmospheric cinema given the Roxy title in places of whose existence Rothapfel would not have the 
slightest awareness’ (1976, p. 24). The other Leeton Roxy, the Roxy Theatre, features as one of the four 
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case studies of this research, and one of two which bear the name Roxy, the second being the Roxy 
Theatre in Bingara, NSW. In its connection to the New York picture palace scene, the name ‘Roxy’ carries 
connotations of glamour, allusions to the fantastic and the suggestion of excitement of the 
cosmopolitan. This accords to geographer Doreen Massey’s idea of place interdependence: ‘identities of 
places are never “pure,” but always porous and the product of other places’ (Massey cited in Raadik-
Cottrell 2010, p. 32). Thus, according to Massey, places are never experienced or constructed in isolation 
from one’s experiences, memories and knowledge of other resonant places, existing elsewhere in time 
and/or place.  
 
Massey’s notion of place porosity suggests that both because of, but also beyond, the architectural 
references and the opportunistic use of famed namesakes, there exists an inter-relationship between 
the original, fabulous, bright and bustling 1920s metropolitan picture palaces and small-town Australian 
cinemas many decades later. As one of my research participants, Margaret Sands from Leeton, 
explained to me during my fieldwork interviews:  
 
I think everybody knew the Roxy, there was only one Roxy, and as we know there’s 
thousands of Roxys in the world. My daughter used to travel a lot and she’d send home, 
you know, photos of Roxys in Amsterdam, “Found another Roxy”. In point of fact Macca 
[ABC radio announcer Ian McNamara who hosts a program called Australia All Over] about 
12 months ago had a guy on and he was talking about the Roxy somewhere in Western 
Australia, and Macca said, “Why are there so many Roxys and why are they called Roxy?” 
So, I emailed Macca and told him it was Roxy Rothapfel, actually the forefather of all the 
glamorous cinemas in the world, especially in America, and he read it out the next week. I 
also said to him, next time you’re passing through Leeton Macca, I’ll shout you an ice 
cream in the back row, but he’s never taken me up on it…  
 
When I asked Margaret, “And what was your impression of the building then?” she went on: 
 
A picture palace. A palace. Never seen so many lights, so much glitter, well I guess there 
wasn’t a lot of glitter, but to me it glittered, in those days even more so. Greg has tried 
really hard and really made a difference to all of that, but there’s still a lot of things. For 
example, under the verandah at the front there are a lot of, if you look, there are holes for 
all the light globes to go around there. In the gutter in the foyer, that was always alight, 
there’s a gutter and Greg discovered that a few years ago and in those days it was always 
aglow. The chandelier, I don’t think I’d ever seen a chandelier before I’d saw the 
wonderful Roxy. It was a magic place to go, it was a palace of dreams, Karen. 
 
Margaret’s account of the connection between the Leeton Roxy and Roxy Rothapfel’s original New York 
Roxy demonstrates place porosity in operation. Her later description of the Leeton Roxy as a ‘palace of 
dreams’ is tellingly reminiscent of the way in which New York’s picture palaces have long been 
described. Margaret’s perception of the Leeton Roxy is so imbued with the legend of the excesses of 
cinema’s heyday that she remembers glitter where there wasn’t any. And yet, as Massey claims, this 
place porosity somehow functions to enable Margaret, despite being very well aware that the Roxy in 




When people remember cinemas, their memories are not bound to their own everyday experience but 
are intertwined with wider cultural knowledge of the glamour of the ‘golden era’ of cinemas and 
cinema-going.  Picture palaces and other interwar cinemas were designed and built to captivate. They 
did and still do. It seems that once grand old cinemas become relics of a lost era, they became no less 
captivating than their original features intended. The memories may, in fact, be heightened by the 
additional affect of nostalgia.  
 
This thesis enters the story of the changing fortunes and remarkable legacy of regional Australia’s small-
town interwar cinemas; the optimism that accompanied their construction, their central role in small-
town social life, their post-war decline and - the focus of this project - what happened to them once the 
‘magic’ was over. This research takes a particular interest in historic small-town cinemas that have been 
preserved and restored as a result of grassroots activism, and operate as not-for-profit community 
cinemas. 
 
My aim is to explore and gain insights into the meanings of cinema places in NSW country towns, a 
subject indicated as worthy of consideration by the upsurge in place-making campaigns to preserve and 
restore historic cinemas, and their support in NSW state government policy in the period 1998-2005. I 
focus on the discourses that circulate about the case study cinemas to understand how the cinemas are 
constituted, to assess which meanings are operating as dominant discourses and how these prevalent 
understandings and practices may be challenged by the presence of counter-discourses and 
oppositional practices. 
 
In simple terms, I am curious: What do cinemas mean to us? This is not just a story of material 
structures, this is a story of embodied affect and social meaning. This story involves complex inter-
relationships formed through the embodied experiences, discursive meanings and social practices of 
cinema-going, layered and storied experiences constructed over time and through memory, affect, 
familiarity, love, belonging, hopes and dreams, and the motivations and mobilisations that have 
documented their histories, and imagined new futures.  
 
Affective forces can inform place-making, as according to Barad (quoted in Puig de la Bellacosa 2011, p. 
87), ‘interests and other affectively animated forces – such as concern and care – are intimately 
entangled in the ongoing material remaking of the world.’ Any attempt to account for the impulse to 
preserve an historic cinema must consider the body/space relationship in terms embodied affects and 
emotions alongside past and present meanings and spatial practices. In fieldwork, people variously 
shared with me feelings of humiliation, anxiety, nostalgia, excitement, anger, pride, belonging and not 
belonging in relation to case study cinemas.  
 
A recent Australian arts project, The Cinemas Project (Crone 2014), explored the idea of cinemas as 
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spectral spaces.  In a curated response to the project, film historian Ian Christie reflects that, 
 
We are haunted by the ghosts of cinema everywhere today, and nowhere more so than in 
Australia. Walk down the main streets of Australian country towns, and you can recognize 
the half-disguised facades of one-time cinemas (Christie 2014, p. 99). 
 
Christie’s point is valid: the hulking sight of non-operational historic cinemas, having outlasted their 
early twentieth century era purpose as a dominant cultural feature of country town life, is a common 
one in Australia. The material form of these relics, those that haunt Ian Christie’s imagination and that of 
many others, presents us with remnant reminders of a cultural experience that largely belongs to 
history. The representativeness of this personal, interior response to the material reminders of 
cinematic cultural decline described by Christie is not measurable, however, it is possible to see 
indications of its wider existence and persistence.  
 
To more fully explore the cultural meanings of, and emotional attachments to, these cultural landmarks, 
this project explores what I term ‘the preservation impulse’. This term describes the more widespread 
desire to capture, remember and document historic cinemas to what is arguably their fullest expression, 
in preservation and restoration processes. I have conducted ethnographic research into grassroots 
campaigns for the material preservation, restoration and resumed operation of historic cinemas to gain 
insights into this impulse and ongoing push, in places where it has generated collective will strong 
enough to resuscitate these anachronistic monoliths, as Jacques Tourneur would have it, ‘out of the 
past’ (Out of the Past 1947). 
 
The textualist approach to cinema has traditionally been practiced at a remove from the messiness of 
the actual experiences and textual interpretations of film audiences. However, since the early 2000s, the 
literary approach to film has been challenged in an increasingly systemic way, in a range of alternative 
approaches to film studies that instead consider the conditions of film exhibition and consumption. This 
scholarship has primarily produced accounts of cinema histories, with a research focus on the material 
and operational conditions of theatrical cinema exhibition and/or the everyday social experiences of 
cinema-going. My project has much in common with these research developments but aims to make 
contributions to one of the more marginal aspects of the unfolding concerns of cinema historians. The 
central conceptualization of this project is of ‘cinema as place’, and it thus foregrounds the mutually co-
constitutive inter-relationship between the material and spatial conditions of cinema and the people 
who encounter them. With a specific focus on the meanings produced in the inter-relationships that 
form between people and country town cinemas, this research will contribute new insights to the 
recently delineated interest in the spatial within the developing field of cinema enquiry. 
 
This thesis therefore takes a broader conception of the role of small-town cinemas in the production of 
local identities than work produced thus far. It considers how small-town cinemas operate materially, 
socially and spatially as sites within and through which subjectivities are performed. While cinema-going 
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is a primary practice through which people encounter cinemas and therefore is of interest, this research 
is not about film exhibition or film attendance. Therefore, it extends the interest in cinematic audience 
behaviours and experiences that mark both reception studies and those that occupy the more recent 
trend in cinema studies to produce social histories of cinema-going, and the spatially inflected projects 
that seek to map these events. This research diverges from the established literature to explore the 
cultures of preservation and restoration of small-town cinemas as meaningful expressions of people-
place relationships. As geographer Alison Blunt notes, ‘ideas about memory often revolve around the 
writing of spatial histories that explore identity on personal and collective scales’ (2003, p. 719). 
Preservation campaigns articulate public and collective meanings of cinemas, providing insights into the 
inter-relationships between people and cinema places and the co-constitution of people and 
subjectivities as a place-making project. For this reason, I have drawn on the interdisciplinary 
engagement of spatial theory from human geography to illuminate the particular people-place dynamic 
that small-town cinemas inspire.  
 
As an interdisciplinary project taking conceptual, theoretical and methodological influence from new 
directions in cinema studies as well as human geography, this thesis will both contribute to and expand 
the concerns of cinema studies. In many ways, in terms of subject and methodology cinema studies has 
arguably more in common with disciplines accustomed to the conduct of socio-cultural research; 
disciplines as diverse as history, architecture, sociology, leisure studies, consumption studies, reception 
studies, cultural studies and, most relevant to this thesis, geography. This research project was 
conceived and designed in a period during which evidence of the mutual interest of these fields. 
Although this was not new (see for example Burgess & Gold 1985; Morley 1986), it had reached a point 
of prominence and influence such that it begun to make itself evident as the subject of publications in 
both areas. Hence, we see scholars in both fields addressing what was termed a ‘spatial turn’ in media 
studies (Couldry & McCarthy 2004; Falkheimer & Jansson 2006) and vice versa, a ‘cultural turn’ in the 
focus of human geographers (Gibson & Klocker 2005). The advent of the cultural turn in geography has 
led to the ‘permeability of disciplinary boundaries’ (Blotevogel in Stober 2006, p. 41). 
 
Just as the spatial turn (Stober 2006, p. 30) in media studies has produced a wide range of 
interpretations and applications, so too has the adoption of an interest in the cultural and in media by 
geographers produced a broad range of scholarship. Human geographer Birgit Stober calls it, a ‘highly 
fragmentary field’ (2006, p. 30). Like researchers since who have explored non-metropolitan cinemas in 
the USA (Fuller 1996; Klenotic 2013; Waller 1999; 2005), the UK (Leveridge 2010; Stubbings 2003a) and 
Australia (Aveyard 2011a; 2011b; 2011c; Bowles 2007a; 2007b; 2011b; Tomsic 2004; Walker 2007; 
Wilson 2006), this project also considers cultures of meaning and practice surrounding small-town 
cinemas. This study takes as its focus four rural cinema preservation projects situated in New South 
Wales (NSW) Australia, which have as part of their process of preservation and restoration, reorganized 
the structures of the cinema’s ownership and operation to reflect the collective aspirations for the 
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cinema’s survival.  
 
Chapter Outline 
Chapter 2 provides a discussion of the historical and research contexts of this project. This chapter 
outlines the social, cultural and industrial conditions of cinema history and decline that position cinemas 
of the ‘golden age’ as paradoxes in the modern context – empty landmarks, or landmarks indicating loss. 
Thus, chapter 2 explains the background conditions and indicates the relevance of the research subject. 
The chapter further presents evidence of extensive public interest in the documentation of unused 
cinemas. In doing so, chapter 2 demonstrates the relevance and significance of this research. Further, 
chapter 2 explains the evolution of the research focus and presents the research design, justifying the 
selection of four cinema case studies which, finally, are briefly introduced.  
 
Chapter 3 explores the existing literature of cinema studies and argues that there are gaps in the 
literature to which this thesis can contribute. This chapter introduces the development of a non-
cinetextual turn in the film literature, exploring cinema histories and the emergence of scholarly 
research into cinema-going as a social practice. The chapter also considers the scholarly output on non-
metropolitan cinema provision. Lastly, chapter 3 outlines the more recent emergence of an interest in 
the spatial in cinema research, and argues that this thesis will extend the spatial understanding of 
cinemas by engaging conceptual tools borrowed from human geography. 
 
Chapter 4 presents an overview of the theoretical framework which is applied to the research questions. 
In doing so, this chapter aims to make a contribution to the understanding of spatial theory within the 
cinema studies literature. In what ways do historic cinemas continue to feature within a spatial and 
temporal continuum of place-based attachments, meanings and identities? To explore the role of small-
town cinemas in the constitution of place-based conceptions of community, I employ theory developed 
in the field of human geography which suggests that, in a general sense, people’s subjectivity is spatially 
constituted by the places in which they live their lives. This framework supports the aim of this research 
to explore people’s experiences with cinema spaces, and further, to argue that people and cinemas exist 
within an ongoing inter-relationship of identity co-constitution. On this basis, it is possible to consider 
how their inter-relationships co-produce meanings of place and self in which local subjectivities are 
partially constituted through processes of cinema place-making. Thereby, chapter 4 builds on the 
developments that present cinema as a social event and those that have begun to conceive of cinema as 
also spatial, by bringing the social into conversation with the spatial.  
 
Chapter 5 offers a discussion of what can be learned by applying the methodological insights developed 
by feminist geographers to cinema research. Poststructuralist approaches forged through discussions 
produced by human geographers inform the methodological approach of the research. The chapter 
explores the developments forged in the field of human geography in the course of discussions 
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conducted within the methodological literature around the turn of the millennium. With a particular 
emphasis on rigour, the chapter explains the contribution of this thesis to methodological approaches to 
research in cinema studies. Drawing on ethnographic approaches, this research produces cinema 
narratives with research participants. Cinema narratives are analysed to provide insights into the 
meanings of cinema places. People’s embodied experiences and stories of the case study cinemas – 
ranging from memories of a vibrant leisured social and cultural past to hopes for the future – combine 
to provide ample and rich examples of discursive meanings of the cinemas through the exploration of 
practices, experiences and related emotions.  
 
Chapter 6 explores motivations for ‘the preservation impulse’ through attention to articulations of 
absence and presence in the research findings. Discourses of loss are typical in cinema preservation 
rhetoric, and are also present in participant comments. In this chapter, anxieties about loss are 
considered in relation to ‘the spatial imperative of subjectivity.’ I argue that experiences of spatial 
insecurity can result in related experiences of emotional insecurity. This feeling can underpin desires to 
preserve familiar or prominent material structures and spaces and to recover social security through 
articulations of community. 
 
Chapter 7 addresses critiques of preservation place-making. Such critiques consider notions of ‘place’ 
and ‘community,’ and the recent amplification of heritage concerns as an attempt to retreat to, and to 
fix, meanings of the past. Typically, such desires are dismissed as expressions of nostalgia and are 
castigated as backward-looking, reactionary, conservative and potentially exclusionary. This chapter 
explores the notion of nostalgia as a feeling with agentic possibilities that enables people to express 
dissatisfactions with the present, and to articulate visions for the future. Relational thinking that sees 
space as being always in a process of being made suggest that far from being fixed, spatial and social 
meanings are constantly being contested and remade.  
 
Chapter 8 explores how discourses of social and spatial belonging can catalyse the work of preservation. 
I consider both official and everyday claims and constructions of restored case study cinemas that 
privilege notions of community. This chapter addresses ways that preservation and restoration place-
making practices and community cinema operational practices can produce meanings and experiences 
of belonging, including a sense of ‘community.’ Participant comments and case studies demonstrate 
how these feelings of belonging are narrativized and materialised in cinema spaces and structures.  
 
Chapter 9 provides an alternative way of thinking about the relationship between people and 
community cinemas beyond the positive framing of cinema spaces. It complicates claims and 
constructions of belonging by exploring restored cinemas as highly contested spaces. I consider the 
limits and complexities of the often uncomplicated ways that community is evoked in cinema 
preservation discourses through discussion of case study examples that show how in practice they can 
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operate as spaces of alienation and exclusion.  
 
Finally, in chapter 10 I synthesise the various findings gained through the research in terms of insights 
into the operation of community, and the impacts of the NSW Government policy-making on cinema 
preservation projects. Limits of the research are acknowledged and recommendations for further 




Research contexts and project design 
 
 
Space is the ground of remembering – against time (Laqeur 2000, p. 8). 
 
This chapter presents historical context for this research. It outlines the conditions of cinema history and 
decline that positions ‘heyday’ cinemas as contemporary paradoxes – landmarks indicating loss. The 
chapter also demonstrates the extent of public interest in the documentation of unused cinemas, 
presenting wide-ranging and various articulations of interest in period cinemas. I argue insights into 
something immaterial - why people form strong attachments to historic cinemas - can productively be 
sought through explorations of their attention to the material in the form of preservation projects. 
 
Grassroots cinema preservation case studies enable this public interest in historic cinemas to be 
expressed spatially. In this chapter I present the parameters of this research project as non-
metropolitan, small-town Australian single-screen cinemas made re-operational as community cinemas. 
My research focuses on four comparative cases, which suggest that despite apparent historical and 
industrial redundancy, small-town cinemas still have social and spatial resonance. A relevant NSW 
Government Regional Cinema Program (RCP) consolidates the focus of this research, and furthermore 
suggests geographic and temporal parameters. I discuss claims made for the capacity of regional 
cinemas to foster ‘community’ that became the mainstay of RCP discourse and further frame the 
research questions. 
 
Finally, this chapter outlines the project research design and presents a brief overview of each case 
study location. 
 
Historic Loss and Preservation Contexts 
As discussed in the Introduction, the construction of purpose-built cinemas in Australia during the 1920s 
and 1930s was strongly influenced by the showmanship and excessive design features common to the 
picture palace style of theatre that had become the hallmark of the exhibition industry in the United 
States at the time (Thorne 1976; 1981). According to Ross Thorne, the primary authority on the popular 
architecture (1976; 1981; Thorne & Cork 1994) and the heritage significance (1999; 2006; 2008; Thorne, 
Tod & Cork 1997) of Australasian theatres, these buildings ‘remain some of the richest examples of 
ornate popular architecture in the western world’ (Thorne 1976, p. 3). Despite this, the palaces and 
more modest country houses of the early part of the 20th century struggled to retain their relevance in 




Cinema historian Douglas Gomery (1992, p.13) observes the impact of lifestyle changes on the fortunes 
of the cinema industry in the United States: ‘the rise of suburban America, with its ubiquitous cars, new 
houses, and later televisions in every room ended the need for even a permanent movie show in what 
was to remain of rural America.’ The commercial and technological redundancy of large, single-screen 
cinemas in Western markets resulted in many falling into decline, disuse, adaptive reuse or demolition. 
The trend of cinema closure and demolition was similar in Australia (Thorne, Tod & Cork 1997) with 
many closures occurring from the mid-1950s (Sharp 1982; Thorne 1981, p. 69).  However, the 
geographical and industrial landscape was to some extent nationally specific and by the mid-1970s 
Thorne observed that factors specific to the evolution of television in Australia meant that at the time 
many regional examples of these heritage cinemas were still extant. While only a small number of 
historic cinemas remained standing in Sydney, according to Thorne, lesser development pressures 
allowed many more regional examples to survive, the majority of these being examples from the 1920s 
and 1930s (1976, p. 3). Thorne (2016) furthermore categorises all these cinemas as ‘heritage’ items: 
‘almost all remaining theatre and cinema buildings constructed before World War II may be termed 
“heritage” items’. Though, Thorne elsewhere notes that despite this, they were ‘swiftly disappearing’ 
(1976, p. 3). In 2014 it was reported there were ‘thought to be 52 single-screen cinemas still in 
operation’ in Australia (Rintoul 2014) of an original number that was once estimated at ‘two thousand or 
more’ (Thorne 1981, p. 66), and has more recently been clarified by the Cinema and Audience Research 
Project as 2021 (CAARP 2018).  
 
It is one thing to register the statistical details of construction, closure, re-use and demolition of historic 
cinemas, quite another to consider what effect and what affect this prominent display of disuse and 
decline has. Allen (2011) has characterized the proposed decline of the epoch of cinema as a 
predominantly public event. If this is the case, one might ask, what public response has it elicited? At the 
very juncture of the mid 1970s when Thorne made his observation about the rapid disappearance of 
heritage cinemas, he made a further observation central to the concerns of this research. ‘The general 
public’ he noted, ‘is paying a little more attention to some of these buildings’ (Thorne 1976, p. 3). In line 
with Thorne’s pinpointing of heightened interest in the fate of cinemas as a feature of the mid 1970s, 
Valerio and Friedman (1982) also note interests and efforts towards cinema reuse and restoration 
emergent in the United States. When viewed collectively, these phenomena indicate the degree of 
public fascination with historic cinemas and begin to demonstrate the social and cultural significance of 
historic cinema places.  
 
Public interest in historic cinemas is suggested by a wide range of diverse efforts to document and 
archive their historic and formal details spanning a spectrum from design, demolition and decay to 
restoration. Meanwhile, public interest in the decline and documentation of historic cinemas and 
cinema histories has produced documentary records in a wide range of focus and form in various 
publication types. Thorne’s (1976, p. 3) observations of popular interest in historic Australian cinemas 
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echoed a fascination with ornate historic cinemas already evident in the United States. In 1961, Ben 
Hall’s The Best Remaining Seats (1998) presented an early lament for the loss of the picture palace era 
focusing on the grandeur of New York’s Roxy Theatre and its eponymous picture showman, Samuel 
‘Roxy’ Rothapfel. Beyond its historic insights into the operation of picture palace cinemas at the pinnacle 
of their popularity, Hall’s book presaged the emergence of nostalgic interest in the era of the picture 
palace. Evidence indicates that many people share Hall’s love for ‘movie palaces’ and his wish to 
document and to preserve their histories. Through the collection and publication of historic material, 
including photographic collections, historic cinema profiles, cinema-going histories and reminiscence 
projects, cinema enthusiasts and scholars have documented and recorded historic cinemas in books, 
magazines, exhibitions (Ragovin 2003) and a variety of online repositories that function as informal 
archives. 
 
Much of this textual documentation has been produced by cinema and theatre historical societies, of 
which Ben Hall was an early proponent. Hall’s interest extended into the realm of archival and material 
preservation of cinema history via his role in the 1969 establishment of the Theatre Historical Society of 
America (THSA). The THSA serves as a precursor to cinema and theatre historical societies through 
which much public interest in historic cinemas is expressed elsewhere. Such societies are important 
keepers, curators and publishers of amateur cinema histories. According to its website the THSA 
‘celebrates, documents, and promotes the architectural, cultural, and social relevance of America’s 
historic theatres’ (THSA 2016b). The THSA manages the American Theatre Architecture Archive (ATAA), 
produces two issues of the journal Marquee every year and organises events, including showcase tours 
of historic theatres such as the 2016 Conclave Theatre Tour in Chicago (THSA 2016a).  
 
The UK’s Cinema Theatre Association (CTA) was established in 1967, initially as a response to the loss of 
movie palaces of the 1920s and 1930s from British towns (CTA 2016a). They hold an archive of material 
relating to Britain’s cinema history, they engage in publishing activities, including the production of a bi-
monthly magazine called the Bulletin, an annual called the Picture House and they also organise lectures 
and tours offering information about and the opportunity to visit historic cinemas. Repeating the 
already noted focus on cinema materiality, a statement on the home page of the CTA’s website clarifies 
their objectives, reading: ‘We are dedicated to cinema history- not the films, but the buildings they were 
and are shown in’ (CTA 2016b). Thus, the interests of the CTA illustrate the popular interest of people 
have in historic cinemas that underpins this research.  
 
In the two South-East mainland states of Australia alone there are two major active cinema and theatre 
historical societies which also hold archives, produce publications in the form of books and periodical 
magazines documenting a wide range of cinema histories, and organise cinema tours. Founded in 1982 
and based in Sydney, NSW, the Australian Cinema and Theatre Society Inc. (ACTS), publishes cinema 
histories regularly in its journal Kino Cinema Quarterly and has also produced a number of substantial 
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local cinema histories including ones on the cinemas of Sydney (Thorne & Cork 1994), the Central Coast 
(Connolly & Tod 1996) and Illawarra districts (Parkinson 1995) of NSW. In the Australian state of 
Victoria, the Cinema and Theatre Historical Society Inc. (CATHS 2017), established in 1989, holds 
archives and tours and publishes the quarterly journal CinemaRecord. These societies have contributed 
greatly to the availability of pictorial, amateur and oral cinema histories that are available to both 
scholars and the general public. Although both Australian societies are named for cinemas and theatres, 
the focus in their output is undoubtedly on cinemas. This is also the case with the THSA, with Ben Hall 
himself stating, ‘the name is purposely all-purpose; though we all love movie palaces best’ (THSA 
2016b). 
 
Cinema and theatre historical associations have played a significant role in the documentation of cinema 
histories in book publication (see for example, Connolly & Tod 1996; Thorne & Cork 1994; Parkinson 
1995) as have non-specific Heritage and Trust organisations (Geneve & Facius 2016). Imprints 
specializing in historical titles have detailed the rise and fall of British interwar cinemas, noting that 160 
of those remaining have received heritage listings (Eyles 2001). Cinema histories detailing cinemas of 
particular locales include A pictorial history of Sydney’s suburban cinemas (Sharp 1982), and Historic 
Movie Theatres in Illinois, 1883-1960 (Schiecke 2011). Government agencies involved in cinema 
restorations have published accounts of the campaign and restoration processes (Murray 2003). 
 
Scholarly research in film and cinema studies will be considered in more detail in the following chapter, 
but one emerging field of enquiry is scholarship into the appeal of ruins in the built landscape (for an 
overview see DeSilvey & Edensor 2012). DeSilvey and Edensor further note that beyond the academic 
literature, ‘a parallel trend is playing out in popular and artistic contexts, much of it indexed on the 
internet’ (2012, p. 466). As Christie (2014, p. 100) notes, the Internet provides ‘new ways of accessing 
and circulating a vast amount of evidence from the past’. Given their distinctive, and often grand, 
material form, photographic collections of historic cinemas offer a popular form of documentation and 
are a feature of most cinema history projects. 
 
Digital technologies have enabled user-generated archives to be produced through image sharing sites. 
For example, image hosting website Flickr hosts a large number of groups (in the course of this research 
I myself have become a member of nine) dedicated to the sharing of photographs of cinemas. One of 
these groups is as old as the platform itself, having been created in the year of the website’s launch in 
2004 (flickr 2015a). Others have a special focus such as this one dedicated to the ‘Picture Theatres of 
Australia’ (flickr 2015b) and yet others have links to heritage agencies, the role of which will be 
discussed below, such as English Heritage (flickr 2015c). 
 
Purpose-built online cinema archives typically document a range of structural and historical details 
about cinemas as well as photographs. For example, the user-generated website Cinema Treasures 
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(Cinema Treasures 2018) offers information and images of over 49, 000 cinemas, searchable by place, 
style, architect or status – based on whether they are open, renovating, restoring, closed, demolished or 
showing movies. In the glossy coffee table book Cinema Treasures, Melnick and Fuchs indicate their 
interest in cinema materiality by featuring Marcus Loew’s famous quote: ‘We sell tickets to theaters, not 
movies’ (2004, p. 6). The authors offer a particular perspective on the history of cinema exhibition in the 
United States by grounding their focus in the changing material form of cinema exhibition spaces. Just as 
Hall confessed to loving the movie palaces the best, Cinema Treasures (Melnick & Fuchs 2004) contains 
a strong focus on ‘classic’ movie theatres. While it also presents images of demolished or decaying 
cinemas, the book publication of Cinema Treasures strongly features stories of historic cinema 
preservation such as the grassroots restored Avalon Theatre in Washington D.C. (Melnick & Fuchs 2004, 
p. 54).  
 
The curated Australian web archive CinemaTourista presents a focus on small or ‘local’ and operational 
theatres. While its records do not exclusively feature historic cinemas, it maintains an interest in 
cinemas of a particular era, due to its focus on profiles of still operating ‘intimate cinemas which hark 
back to the glory days of picture going’ (CinemaTourista 2013). Thus, many of the cinemas featured on 
CinemaTourista are restored historic cinemas. A similar focus on preserved, small cinemas is also 
evident in The Great Plains, Little Theater Project, an early online repository archiving photographs and 
historic profiles of small-town cinemas in rural North Dakota. The user-generated aspect of this site 
provides the facility for visitors to upload their own reminiscences of the theatres to the relevant cinema 
record.  
 
More recently, the tendency to produce categorical archival documentation has made way for artistic 
interpretations. The Cinemas Project (Crone 2014), comprises five commissioned artworks which explore 
the material and symbolic relics of cinema buildings in regional Victoria, Australia. It includes 
reminiscence projects, performance, video installation and a photo-essay which presents images of all 
the cinemas featured in the project ‘both existing and disappeared’ (Nightingale 2014, p. 77). Another 
artistic interpretation of the cinema as shifting landscape is Forgotten foundation (Dabek 2014), a film 
project described as ‘an exercise in cinematic archaeology that pits the contemporary urban landscape 
against the ghosts of its recent past’. Dabek juxtaposes archival footage of the demolition of Sydney’s 
Marrickville King’s cinema in 1971 with footage of the same site taken more than forty years later to 
record and reflect on the changing landscapes of cinema decline. 
 
The status of historic cinemas is also considered newsworthy. Significant attention paid to historic 
cinemas in the news media is oriented to the material condition and operational status of historic 
cinemas. Reports variously present pictorial features (ABC News 2 December 2015) and feature stories 
on cinema closures (Kelly 2016), cinemas ‘lost’ (Wynne 2017), redevelopment proposals (Watson 2015), 
cinema re-openings (Goldfein 2001), and the conversion of historic cinemas into community cinemas 
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(Virtue 2017; Wong 2017). Together these books, online archives and media reports encapsulate the 
fascination with historic picture houses which inspires this research.   
 
The focus of this section now shifts away from the archival documentation of cinema heritage to a 
discussion of public interest in the preservation of cinema materiality. According to Harwood (1999) the 
1990s saw mounting evidence of significant popular interest in historic cinemas from a heritage 
perspective. The restoration of the showcase Capitol Theatre in Sydney during the 1990s offers a 
prominent example of the struggle to prioritise heritage valuing practices over competing civic and 
development investments (Murray 2003).  
 
The historical significance of movie theatres is reflected strongly as a concern in the archives and 
activities of heritage agencies. For example, in 2001 the United States National Trust for Historic 
Preservation listed classic movie theatres ‘as the most endangered structures in the United States’ 
(Melnick & Fuchs 2004, p. 7). A 1999 UK English Heritage study made recommendations for an 
additional 30 UK cinemas to join the 123 already heritage listed and to encourage people to register 
their opinions about the heritage value of historic cinemas with the organisation (Harwood 1999, p. 3). 
The National Trust of Australia has long been active in awareness raising about the heritage value of 
single-screen cinemas and lobbying for their addition to government heritage lists. The NSW National 
Trust argue that access to government subsidy which is typically funnelled into film production and 
distribution should be made available to fund the exhibition sector through support for digital 
conversion or restoration of independent heritage cinemas (Munro 2011). In the United States some 
government agencies survey the needs of historic theatres, such as the statewide survey conducted by 
the Washington State Department of Archaeology and Historic Preservation (2008). 
 
Campaigns to restore operations of historic cinemas can be identified in many countries dating back to 
the 1960s. An educational guide to the restoration and reuse of USA historical picture palaces cites the 
Ohio Theatre, Columbus, Ohio, as the earliest known case of a successful grassroots preservation 
campaign to restore an historic movie palace to its cultural function in 1969 (Valerio & Friedman 1982, 
p. 41-42).  In many cases in the United States preservation societies have been formed and have acted 
to restore cultural facilities, and often specifically film screening operations within individual historic 
cinemas. Melnick and Fuchs, who detail the material and operational histories of numerous theatres in 
Cinema Treasures, include many which are preserved and restored through the non-profit actions of 
grassroots groups including, for example, the Palace Theater, Ohio which re-opened in 1979 (2004, pp. 
76-77), the Garde Arts Center (2004, pp. 78-79) and the Panida Theater, Idaho (2004, pp. 80-81). As 
noted, historic cinema preservation and restoration is supported by preservation and trust 
organisations. Moreover, organization such as The League of Historic American Theatres (LHAT 2015) in 
the United States acts as a resource organization for those undertaking ‘historic theatre ownership and 




The United Kingdom also has numerous examples of historic cinemas preserved through community 
action. Notable examples include the Rio Cinema in London which re-opened as a not-for-profit cinema 
in 1979 (Rio Cinema 2018), and the Curzon Cinema in Clevedon (Curzon Cinema & Arts 2018). While 
community cinema seems to have flourished in the English-speaking West, Italy’s first community 
cinema in an historic cinema space has recently opened in Perugia (Bianchi 2017).  
 
In NSW, the focus of my fieldwork, there are numerous cases of non-metropolitan historic cinemas 
preserved through campaign action. For example, in Bingara, an hour and a half north of Tamworth, the 
1936 Roxy fell into the hands of the Gwydir Shire Council through non-payment of rates, and the theatre 
was re-opened in 2004 after extensive restoration work. In Bowraville, the Bowraville Theatre has been 
restored and reopened by the Bowraville Arts Council, which was formed for this purpose. The Roxy at 
Leeton is the oldest community cinema in NSW and the only example here established prior to 1994. 
The Montreal in Tumut; the Crystal Theatre in Portland; the Prince of Wales Opera House in Gulgong; 
the James Theatre in Dungog, the Altheneum at Junee and the Theatre Royal in Balranald are all 
examples of community cinemas in NSW. In a turn of events that underscores the ongoing topicality of 
this project the Junee Athenium reopened in 2017, after a lengthy restoration spearheaded by The 
Friends of the Athenium, despite opposition from the local Council and with grants provided by all levels 
of government. Further examples exist of historic cinemas for which restoration campaigns are being 
run or which are already in the process of restoration including the Liberty Theatre in Yass. 
 
Individually, these examples suggest the formation of strong personal attachments to particular cinema 
places, and cumulatively they suggest that cinemas constitute significant cultural spaces in the collective 
social imagination. Given the significant amount of attention paid to the decline and both documentary 
and material preservation of historic cinemas in evidence, I believe that insufficient scholarly attention 
has been paid to reasons for this cultural activity, with the notable exception of Jones (2003) and also 
Berry (2016). Thus, this research addresses the gap in the literature on the appeal of historic cinemas 
and the motivational drives to record and preserve them.  
 
The Policy Context 
This grassroots cinema preservation and restoration activity occurs in the context of many levels of 
public policy. As a result of targeted action taken by grassroots cinema activists NSW implemented a 
Regional Cinema Program (RCP) to support regional cinema operation in 1998. Agents lobbying for 
regional cinema benefited from the intersection of their concerns with discourses of anxiety about the 
sustainability of regional communities in Australia circulating at the time. Claims made for the abilities of 
regional cinema to foster ‘community’-building appear to have been effective. These claims are 
nominally supported by Leeton’s Roxy Theatre, which became NSW’s first publicly owned not-for-profit 
community cinema, the Roxy Community Theatre. Discourses of community became the mainstay of 
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RCP policy literature, and their assertions of ‘community’-building are tested in this research. Therefore 
the word community is sometimes presented within quotation marks throughout this thesis. Where I 
refer to the word community within Theatre names and within cited quotations, quotation marks have 
not been applied. 
 
As I have noted elsewhere, official government policy is typically focused on cinema production and 
distribution realms, and rarely offers support for film exhibition (Crowe 2007). Nonetheless, while no 
government policy has been developed to specifically support historic cinema operation, there is 
scattered evidence of policy and program development offering support for small-scale cinema 
operation. For example, in the early 2000s in the UK, policy discourse featured an emphasis on the value 
of small-scale cinema delivery. At the turn of the millennium, British screen agencies published a series 
of reports and guidelines offering support variously for the idea of ‘rural cinema’ (Inglis 1999) and ‘local 
cinema’ (Baker, Inglis & Voss 2002). In 2003, they commissioned research exploring the ‘impact of local 
cinemas on the social, cultural and economic life of their communities (Beinart 2005, p. 3). Phil Hubbard 
floats the idea that, especially in rural towns, local authorities might subsidise small scale cinema 
exhibition sustaining economic and cultural life (2000a, p. 301).  
 
These ideas began to influence discussions about policy formation. The 2001 UK Liberal Democrat 
Conference issued a motion that ‘the government should adopt policies to protect and promote 
independent cinemas’ (Tempest 2001). While this motion was framed as an anti-monopoly concern, 
several speakers also raised the value of local cinemas to community life. In the Australian context of 
the 1990s, comparable discourses about the value of cinema in small-town locations intersected with 
contemporaneous discourses of regional decline, resulting on an extraordinary example of policy-
making in support of cinema provision. In practice, this policy would offer support to grassroots historic 
cinema preservation projects such as those outlined above. 
 
Policy-making in a climate of decline and change: the NSW Regional Cinema Program (RCP) 
 
Regional disintegration was a primary discourse at the time - banks and post offices were 
rationalizing and withdrawing services - so in policy terms it was important to find ways to 
build up regional communities. (Interview with Jane Cruikshank 2005) 
 
Geographers McManus and Pritchard (2000, p. 384) identify the mid-1990s as a turning point for what 
had been a previously existing urban focus in policy and funding programs in Australia. A city/country 
dichotomy emerged in discussions about regional economic decline and the disintegration of rural and 
regional services and policy-making designed to serve regional interests (see for example, Regional 
Solutions 2018).  
 
In the late 1990s the NSW government announced a cultural policy initiative unique in a context in a film 
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policy context which has traditionally favoured production. The RCP was established to promote and 
support localised cinema activity in non-metropolitan NSW through the revitalisation of small-town 
cinema. Issues of ‘access’ and ‘equity’ in relation to cultural infrastructure played a central role in the 
NSW government’s attempts to revive country cinema culture. The RCP exemplifies a policy response 
that responds directly to the rhetorical tropes of a perceived regional crisis by supporting the restoration 
of cinema screenings as a service which had become more commonly associated with city living.  
 
The development of the RCP corresponded with policy-making trends supporting social and cultural 
robustness, and the practical and conceptual enhancement of community. The conflation of economic 
anxieties with community fragility featured in media reports (for example, see Jopson 1999, p. 4) and 
can also be identified in the policy response. ‘Triple-bottom line’ philosophies linking social, 
environmental and economic factors became dominant in regional planning of the 1990s (Reddel 2002, 
p. 52). Terms like ‘social capital’, ‘social entrepreneurship’, ‘community–building’ and ‘community 
regeneration and renewal’ populate the policy literature (Cavaye 2000; Kenyon & Black 2001; NSW 
Government 2007; Stephens 2001). Hence, ideas and values of ‘community, localism and citizen 
participation’ (Reddel 2002, p. 50) are boosted by the promise of economic advantage. The expression 
of social activity in economic terms promotes an asset-based understanding useful for the justification 
of policy and funding decisions. Intractable economic and environmental problems were met with 
cultural development policies framed in the language of the economy.  
 
This development in public planning has been tagged a ‘cultural turn’ (Gibson & Klocker 2005, p. 93). A 
focus on sustainability and community-building through social and cultural policy-making in regional 
Australia proved fruitful for cinema revitalisation projects. Preservationists, cultural administrators and 
policy-makers alike made strategic use of discourses of rural decline to promote social and cultural 
initiatives, asserting their ability to serve the aims of sustainability through revitalization. Typically, 
cinema restorations promise economic development, place-based regeneration, active citizenship and 
social well-being, and enhanced community sustainability. The use of discourses of regional decline and 
the issue of equity in the city / country dichotomy can clearly be seen operating in the Report on 
regional cinema (Ritchie 1996) which served as a catalyst for the development of the RCP. 
 
In 1996, a report arguing for the re-establishment of regional cinema provision in regional NSW was 
submitted to the State government. Adopting discourses of regional decline Ritchie identified a number 
of difficulties facing NSW regions including ‘droughts, closure of industries, depressed commodity prices 
and declining employment’ and unfavourable levels of cinema access in comparison to metropolitan 
centres (Ritchie 1996, p. 5). Using the rhetoric of social and cultural revitalization Ritchie made a case for 
the ‘community development’ potential of local cinema activity. The report drew a connection between 
anecdotal demand for cinema access, non-commercial regional cinema precedents, and the under-
utilised potential of remnant cinema infrastructure. Ritchie proposed research into regional cinema 
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access and demand be conducted, and proposed a forum to facilitate stakeholder discussion. The 
proposed research supported the claims of the Report on regional cinema (Ritchie 1996), revealing two 
major findings. Firstly, access to cinema was the most desired leisure activity, and secondly, over fifty 
per cent of towns had little or no cinema access (Smith 2001a, p. 50).  
 
In 1998 and 1999, conferences brought together government agencies, industry professionals and 
representatives of regional NSW cinema projects (Smith 2001a, p. 51). The then State Premier Bob Carr, 
sympathetic to the cause, attended the Sydney conferences to award $100 000 grants to regional 
cinema projects. According to Nancy, one of my Bingara participants, the first of these received for the 
Bingara Roxy. The RCP was established with a modest annual budget of $AUD 100, 000 and a Regional 
Cinema Officer (RCO) was appointed to oversee the program. The RCP’s remit was to support small-
scale regional cinema activity in recognition of difficulties facing remote, independent, and single-screen 
cinema operators in the multiplex dominated industry context. RCP support was available to commercial 
cinema operators as well as non-profit initiatives. A RCP ‘Flicks in the Sticks’ conference program 
describes the prevailing context as a ‘revival of regional and volunteer cinema in NSW’ and their 
objective, to educate people ‘how small communities can access funding, films and equipment to “kick 
start” cinema in their town’ (NSW Film and Television Office 2002). 
 
Between 2000 and 2004, the RCP had involvement in more than 70 regional NSW cinema projects 
(Edwards 2004). Evidence indicates that the activities of the RCP were productive. RCP files show that, in 
2004, over forty community-run cinemas were operating in NSW, fifteen of which had become 
established since 1998 (NSW Film and Television Office 2004). Following the establishment of the RCP, 
cinema restoration projects found that due to a degree of synergy between different government 
agencies financial support became more accessible subsequent to the establishment of the RCP. The 
RCP legitimated regional cinema as a cultural undertaking and as a funding recipient and with its 
involvement several regional cinemas were purchased and restored with assistance from local councils 
and various State and Federal capital infrastructure and regional solutions grants (Research diary). The 
projects that are the focus of this thesis have benefited from local government contributions, the NSW 
Ministry for the Arts Capital Infrastructure Program (CIP), grants from the NSW Heritage Office, and 
federal Regional Partnerships funding (Create NSW 2018).  
 
As a result, the RCP has contributed to the revival of cinema provision in many NSW country towns. 
New, purpose-built cinemas were constructed in Armidale, Narrabri and Gunnedah. In other towns 
existing buildings have been repurposed as cinemas, such as Young’s School of Arts Hall. Similar non-
cinema spaces host screenings in Nundle, Tenterfield and on the Gunnedah touring program. More 
operate in preserved historic single-screen cinemas, for example, Manildra, Bowraville, Bingara, and 
Balranald. The activities of the RCP arguably improved cinema access with follow-up survey results 
showing that in 2005, ‘67% of towns with a population greater than 1000 have an operational cinema, 
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and a further 13% of towns of this size are within 40 kilometres of the nearest commercial or 
community cinema’ (NSW Film and Television Office 2006, p. 30). 
 
The regional cinema solution appeased many concerns common to regional, social and cultural policy-
making of the time, for example, equity concerns regarding regional disadvantage and declining service 
provision. Within RCP rhetoric, regional cinema was generally presented as beneficial to social and 
cultural well-being, framed in the language of ‘community’. For example, cinema activity in the small-
town of Nundle was said to provide ‘a significant focus for rebuilding community spirit’ and ‘established 
for the first time a link between cinema and community health’ (Smith 2001, p. 51). Echoing Ritchie’s 
argument about using cinema to address regional issues, the Nundle cinema instigator Sue Denison said, 
‘You can’t stop what’s going on – amalgamation, job losses, a lot of the problems rural people are faced 
with. But you can reverse people’s attitudes by giving them hope and direction for a better life’ (Maddox 
2000). Meanwhile, popular cultural policy discourse of the time saw key generators of community as 
feelings of identification, ‘connectedness’, ‘belonging’, and ‘the process of arriving at collective 
meanings’ (Hawkes 2001, p. 13).  
 
Research Contexts: Research Parameters and Focus 
This section outlines the establishment of a focus and parameters for this research. The funding of the 
NSW RCP between 1998 and 2005 suggests both geographic boundaries and a timeframe of interest. 
The timeframe is extended back to 1977 noting that one of the case study cinemas was saved by a 
campaign that fell outside this timeframe, the Roxy Theatre in Leeton.  
 
The NSW RCP also provided the project with clear geographical boundaries. Given that the RCP was a 
NSW State government initiative I elected to draw matching geographic parameters around the 
research. The research parameters of this thesis reflect the period of time when popular interest in 
commercially non-viable cinemas began to become evident, beginning with the campaign to save the 
Leeton Roxy in 1977. Noting the timeframe within which the NSW RCP was conceived and operating: 
1998-2005, this thesis draws on the ethnographic fieldwork I undertook in 2005 in four NSW case study 
locations, ranging in population size from 1000 to 12 000, where operationally or materially at-risk 
cinemas were the subject of popular grassroots preservation campaigns. These case studies illuminate 
the impact of the RCP – two case study cinemas represent campaigns which pre-date 1998, and two 
occurred within the RCP timeframe and can be closely linked to its operation. 
 
The case studies offer insights into people’s relationships with historic cinemas all of which are identified 
as purpose-built cinemas (Thorne, Tod & Cork 1987, p. 255, 287, 325, 395). The benefits of this approach 
are that in these cases it is possible to consider a continuum of use and people-place relationships 
pertaining to each cinema that extends across time, from the cinema’s construction (usually the 1920s 
or 1930s) to the present. This enables consideration of past and present constructions of the cinemas 
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and the relationships between them; including how past experiences, memories, and discourses of the 
cinemas impact on recent desires, actions and experiences. Moreover, as all four case studies have 
restored or resumed operation as exhibiting cinemas, on a not-for-profit basis, these cases offer access 
to people’s experiences of the cinemas beyond the campaign stage. Thus, the selected case study are 
rich reservoirs of information into people-cinema relationships at a variety of stages: threat, 
campaigning, restoration and operation.  
  
The focus of this research reflects the emphasis placed on RCP policy discourses on the benefits of 
cinema for community. While the NSW RCP was available to commercial operators, it was most valuable 
to non-commercial cinema projects characterized as community cinema. Pre-existing community 
cinemas such as the Roxy Community Theatre in Leeton and the Montreal Theatre in Tumut were co-
opted by the RCP to provide models and mentoring for new initiatives. For this reason, my original 
research questions concerning people-place interrelationships extended to incorporate understandings 
of community discourses in relation to cinemas. This interest in the capacity of cultural place-making to 
produce feelings and experiences of ‘community’ are further related to concepts of art as a public good 
common in the arts and governance literature of the time.  
 
The potential to explore and test such assertions of community benefit in relation to largely volunteer, 
non-profit, collectively owned community cinemas is obvious. Campaign rhetoric citing cinema value, 
discourses of public ownership, resumed function of cinemas as a material site of social interaction, and 
their common self-reference as community cinemas raise questions about the relationship of these 
cases to concepts and claims of ‘community’. The case studies offer the potential to explore the impact 
of collective ownership and operational modes on film programming, audience engagement and the 
social and spatial practices and experiences of cinema-going.  
 
Cinema scholars raise the potential value of comparative analyses in the production of cinema micro-
histories (see for example, Huggett & Bowles 2004, p. 74). Preliminary research identified four examples 
of non-profit, community cinemas housed in restored historic cinemas with enough commonalities and 
differences to suggest fruitful comparisons could be made. I selected two medium sized towns – Leeton 
and Tumut – and two small country towns, Bowraville and Bingara. The case studies have different 
affiliations with the NSW RCP. Two of the case study cinemas - the Roxy at Leeton, the Montreal at 
Tumut – were retained through grassroots campaigns and two others - the Bowraville Theatre, 
Bowraville and the Roxy, Bingara were restored with RCP involvement. Leeton and Tumut were well 
established as community cinemas prior to the development of the RCP, and Bowraville and Bingara 
have arguably only become viable with its support. Additionally, local government involvement varies in 
each case. Of the four towns, Leeton and Bingara have overtly supportive local Councils, and Tumut and 




The case study locations are introduced below. 
 
The Roxy Community Theatre, Leeton  
 
Fig. 1 Leeton, Location in NSW (Leeton Shire Council 2017a) 
 
Located in the South-West of NSW, Leeton has a population of approximately 11, 000 people (ABS 
2018a). Leeton was designed in 1914 as an administrative centre to the Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area, 
by Sir Walter Burley Griffin and is known for its art deco architecture (Leeton Shire Council 2017b).  
 
 
Fig. 2 The Roxy Community Theatre (Leeton Shire Council 2016a) 
 
Leeton’s Roxy Theatre was designed by celebrated Sydney cinema architects Kaberry and Chard and 
built as a 1, 000 seat theatre in the modified Spanish style (Leeton Tourism 2018). The Roxy opened in 
April 1930 and operated continuously until 1979 when it was sold to Leeton Shire Council in trust for 
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their constituents in response to campaigning and fundraising by the ‘Save the Roxy Committee’. The 
Leeton Roxy began operating as the Roxy Community Theatre in 1979. The Roxy features prominently in 
official and everyday representations of Leeton, featuring on the Leeton Shire Council webpage as 
above. Other examples of the Roxy Theatre gracing civic promotional material include its appearance on 
the front of the local Yellow Pages telephone directory, and on Leeton postcards.  
 
The Montreal Community Theatre, Tumut  
 
 
Fig. 3 Tumut, Location in NSW (Tumut History 2017) 
 
Tumut is a township of approximately 6000 people (ABS 2018b) located in the foothills of the Snowy 
Mountains, west of Australia’s capital Canberra. Tumut has acted as an administrative centre for large 
infrastructure and industrial endeavours in the surrounding mountains including the Snowy Mountains 
hydroelectric scheme and major softwood plantations. 
 
 




The Montreal Theatre is a Kaberry and Chard designed 840 seat theatre in the modernist style with Art 
Deco elements (Cinema Tourista 2017). The theatre’s distinctive name is an anagram of the name of its 
builder, Tumut businessman, JJ Learmont. The ‘Mont’, as it is affectionately known, opened in 1930 and 
was operated commercially until its closure in 1992 (Cinema Tourista 2017). The theatre’s 1993 sale 
listing prompted a grassroots preservation campaign which included a substantial local fundraising 
effort and donation from the philanthropic Blakeney Millar Foundation (Office of Environment and 
Heritage 2017). The Montreal was purchased by Tumut Shire Council in trust for its constituents in 1998 
and has operated on a not-for-profit basis since, relying on volunteer staffing, donations and cultural 
infrastructure grants (Montreal Theatre 2017). The Montreal Theatre was placed on the State Heritage 
Register in 2013 (Tumut and Adelong Times 24 June 2013). 
The Bowraville Theatre, Bowraville 
 
 
Fig. 5 Location of Bowraville in relation to Brisbane 
 
Bowraville is a small settlement of approximately 1100 people (ABS 2018c) located 500 kilometres North 
of Sydney in the Mid North Coast hinterland of NSW. Bowraville was once the site of an Aboriginal 
Mission and has a higher than average percentage of Indigenous people in its population. In a 2015 
study Bowraville ranked amongst the top 5% of NSW areas of entrenched locational disadvantage (Jesuit 





Fig. 6 The Bowraville Theatre (Nambucca Tourism 2017) 
 
The Bowraville Theatre is an architecturally simple theatre which operated from 1940 until the late 
1960s as the Raymond Theatre (Nink 2009). After its closure, the auditorium was used as storage space 
for a habadasher who operated a storefront in the theatre foyer. Historically the Bowraville Theatre was 
segregated, with a separate entrance for Aboriginal people who were admitted to the partitioned front 
rows only after the screening began (Nambucca Tourism 2017). After its 2001 acquisition by the 
Nambucca Shire Council, the Bowraville Theatre was restored and reopened as a community cinema in 
2003. The restoration process and volunteer operations are informed by stated objectives to redress the 
theatre’s racist historical practices. The theatre is now operated as a not-for-profit space by the 
Bowraville Arts Council (BAC) (Bowraville Theatre 2017). 
 
The Roxy Theatre, Bingara 
  
 




Bingara is a small town of approximately 1500 people (ABS 2018d) established close to the site of the 
prior 1838 Myall Creek massacre (Creative Spirits 2018). Situated along ‘The Fossickers Way’, 150 
kilometres north of Tamworth, Bingara was a prosperous mining town in the mid-1800s. Bingara is now 
a popular retirement destination with a predominantly Anglo-Celtic demographic and a small, but 
nonetheless, historically significant migrant Greek population. 
 
 
Fig. 8 The Roxy Theatre, Bingara (Edwards 2004) 
The Roxy Theatre is part of an ambitious Art Deco complex built by Greek-Cypriot migrants (Aussie 
Towns 2017). Designed by Sydney architect Mark Woodforde to seat 750 patrons (The Roxy Theatre & 
Greek Café 2017), the Roxy operated between 1936 and 1958, eventually closing due to competition 
from the New Regent Theatre (Aussie Towns 2017; Prineas 2017). Simultaneous operation of two 
cinemas is notable in a town of less than 1500 people and this small-town rivalry has been dubbed 
Bingara’s ‘cinema wars’ (Prineas 2017). Between 1958 and 1999 the auditorium had a variety of uses, 
eventually as storage space for an electronic repair shop. housed in one of the theatre shopfronts 
(Research diary). The theatre was acquired by the (then) Bingara Shire Council in trust for their 
constituents in 1999, and restored and re-opened as the Roxy Community Theatre in 2004 (Prineas 
2017).   
 
In its attention to the spaces and structures of cinemas that have been the focus of small-town 
preservation campaigns, this project takes as its starting point the premise that ‘subjectivity and 
spatiality are entwined’ (Waitt & Gibson 2013, p. 83). It is alert to the spaces and structures of cinema. 
Given the obvious material focus of preservation and restoration activities it is tempting to approach 
this research question by considering how architectural styles and design features influence desires to 
preserve the materiality of historic cinemas. This approach is especially appealing when considering 
historic cinemas which reference showy structural and architectural features of 1920s flagship New York 




However, the generic uniformity of cinematic structure - prominent size, function-oriented design – and 
the undeniably attention-seeking features of the show-stoppers, cannot be considered in material 
isolation. They are constructed by agents and institutions, the outcome of complex and specific 
formations, historically influenced by architectural, cultural, entrepreneurial and other industrial factors 
(see for example Gomery 1992; Hall 1988; Valentine 1994). Moreover, space/place cannot be 
considered outside of its cultural context. This is made abundantly clear in the work of Ross Thorne 
(1999; 2006; Thorne, Tod & Cork 1997; Cork & Thorne 2006). On the question of cinema preservation, 
Jones (2003) explores contemporary constructions of historic cinemas and the operation of cultural 
memory as a process of discursive production in historic picture palaces restorations in the American 
South. In the UK, Stubbings (2003a) tracks the production of meanings in discourses of cinema in 
Nottingham from the 1930s to the present, including meanings of cinema preservation, but does not 
utilise spatial thinking. 
 
Cork’s (1995) research into historic rural cinema-going in NSW is an example of an early, innovative 
approach to meanings of cinema that accounts for cinema structures and spaces and attempts to 
theorise ‘cinema as place’. Geographer Gillian Rose (1995, p. 88) observes that ‘a sense of place’ is ‘the 
phrase used by geographers when they want to emphasize that places are significant because they are 
the focus of personal feelings.’ Despite Cork’s work being disciplinarily remote from both cinema studies 
and the cultural turn of human geography, it would not seem out of place amongst the ethnographic 
research being conducted into the social and symbolic meanings of small-town cinemas (Aveyard 2011a, 
2011c; Bowles 2011b; Corbett 2008). In some ways this research project extends Cork’s Master’s thesis 
(1994) which employed oral history to explore the social significance of cinema exhibition around a tiny 
NSW town, arguing for the importance of cinema-going as a social outing and for attention to the 
shifting social meanings of cinema buildings. However, Cork took no recourse to geographical thought to 
assist in his conceptualization of place. 
 
The regional cinema revival in NSW occurs in the context of a development in this discipline as in others, 
of a ‘spatial turn’ (Hallam & Roberts 2013; Klenotic 2011, 2013). However, within the very small field of 
cinema literature that addresses cinema spaces and structures, only a few have applied an approach 
informed by human geographers to conceive of their subject spatially (Allen 2011; Jancovich, Faire & 
Stubbings 2003; Klenotic 2011; 2013; Stubbings 2003a). Some make superficial or undertheorised 
geographical claims of cinema spaces and places (Aveyard 2011a; 2011c; Corbett 2008; Jancovich, Faire 
& Stubbings 2003). In this thesis, I suggest that many scholars interested in cinema as place have 
proceeded without a full benefit of the relevant theoretical tools available from the disciplines of 
geography. 
 
As a researcher at the intersection of cinema history and human geography I do not see a picture 
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theatre as a discrete space that impacts only on those who frequent it as a consumer. The features of 
cinema materiality mean that cinemas stand out in their spatial contexts and it is therefore important to 
consider cinemas within the built landscape. As Puwar (2007, p. 253) puts it in an exploration of cinemas 
as ‘social scenes’, cinemas are case studies in ‘understanding how cities and space are inhabited, 
produced, and invented’. I am interested in relationships formed with cinemas in their built, social and 
cultural contexts. What does it mean to the person who passes a cinema as part of their daily routine 
but may rarely or never actually attend a session? What do cinemas mean in small-town spatial and 
social contexts?  
 
Hence, the thesis engages people who might not be cinema-goers, but might simply be those whose 
primary relationship with the cinema building is due to regular encounters with it in everyday travels 
through the streetscape. At the other end of the spectrum it engages with people who have acted to 
retain or revive the cinema, for a variety of reasons. Within these contexts this project seeks insights 
into the mutual co-constitution of social and spatial identities which are produced through historic 




Academic context and literature review 
 
 
…to my mind most importantly, conditions of exhibition cannot fail to have a significant 
impact on the film viewer (Hark 2002, p. 2).  
 
This thesis argues that the consideration of people-place interrelationships in cinema restoration 
campaigns addresses a gap in the existing academic literature that forms the disciplines of film studies 
and cinema studies. Accordingly, this chapter traces pivotal developments in film and cinema 
scholarship that have expanded the discipline of film studies beyond its established focus on films and 
their production. This discussion suggests that critical agents in the field of cinema history have 
reconceptualised film itself as part of a larger set of institutional structures that together comprise the 
institution of the cinema. To locate film texts as a relational part of a set of more complex and uncertain 
institutional practices and everyday experiences of cinema has legitimised an understanding of film as 
both an agent in an institutional and a socio-cultural process and fuelled research into cinema-going as a 
social practice. The turning points presented will signify the departure of film studies from a 
predominantly text-based concern to one that explores a variety of contextual factors. This includes the 
relatively recent emergence of the ‘spatial turn’ in cinema research, enabling consideration of the 
material cultures of cinemas themselves and the recognition of cinema spaces and structures as an 
agent in the constitution of spatial and social identities. Nevertheless, these disciplines have not yet 
been able to explore fully the scholarly literature in cultural geography with which they could potentially 
converge. 
 
Disciplinary shifts in the study of cinema 
It is first important to offer a very brief account of the attention paid by film scholarship as a discipline 
to questions of place. The textualist and structuralist schema of the origins, concerns and practices of 
early film scholarship have been critiqued by a large number of scholars who have sought to expand the 
limited purview established by the influence of literary models in the development of film studies (Allen 
2013, p. 33; Bordwell 1992; Corbett 2008; Jancovich, Faire & Stubbings 2003; Kuhn 2002a; Shiel 2001, p. 
3; Srinivas 2010, p. 291; Staiger 2002; Wasson & Acland 2011). The emergence of film studies within a 
humanistic institutional position was largely responsible for its adoption of a literary academic template 
that favoured ‘the thematic interpretation of individual films’ as both the objective of the new discipline 
and the manner of its performance (Bordwell 1992, p. ix). These interpretations were gleaned through 
established practices of textual analysis, pursued in isolation from actual audiences as individual 
researchers instead ‘primarily considered the structure of the text’ as both the source and extent of its 
meaning (Moores 1990, p. 9). Confirmation of these scholarly interpretations of film texts via the 




Within textualist film studies, the analysis of individual films was instead validated through the 
development of cinematic ‘grand theory’, which used psychoanalysis to produce the spectre of a stable 
spectator that would provide theoretical, if not accountable, viewer responses to film texts. The 
cinematic spectator was imagined by Christian Metz as ‘vacant’ (as cited in Allen 2006a, p. 51), a cypher 
through whom a set of spectator-text relations informed by semiotics and structuralism could be 
applied and the analysis of film texts could be projected. In their conceptualisation of the figure of the 
film viewer as inactive, spectator theories produced an audience upon which film scholars could project 
their own individual readings of film texts. Media scholars began to point out by the end of the 1970s 
that the fundamental problem with screen theory was the gap between the potential subject position 
offered to an ideal viewer by a text, as interpreted by a scholar, and the particular experience of a text 
by an actual person who was inevitably a complex social subject (Brundson 1981). The cinematic 
spectator therefore existed as an ideal referent, a reliable but imaginary viewer conveniently devoid of 
the vicissitudes of self and circumstance, presumed to encounter film texts in a stable and idealized 
viewing context, rather than in an actual cinema. As critiques emanating from media scholars influenced 
by cultural studies suggested, this both produced and was premised upon a number of myths about the 
constancy and significance of the film text in relation to its imagined viewer; the myth of universality of 
the text and the myth of engagement with the text. It therefore had the dual effect of overinflating both 
the reliability of textual meanings of film and the significance of individual film texts to their audiences.  
 
The potential for cinemas as material contexts to impact the audience experience is necessarily 
disregarded by cinematic spectator theory, which is instead fundamentally predicated on the notional 
existence of uniformly replicated idealized viewing conditions and practices. These mythical conditions 
deliver the bourgeois cultural fiction of the cinema audience of rapt viewers offering focused and 
unchallenged levels of attention to the screen (Turner 1999, p. 128). This conceit allows the cinema 
scholar to ‘stand in’ for, and thus bypass the complications presented by, actual cinema audiences, 
whose absence from scholarly considerations of film was challenged as a shortcoming as early as the 
1980s by Robert C. Allen (1990, p. 349), but not substantively addressed until later. More recently, 
Couldry, Livingstone and Markham (2007) have claimed that media analysis is often still based upon a 
‘presumption of attention’ in the audience. These complications disturb the fiction of full audience 
engagement and further undermine the literary approach to film that sees the text as a singular and 
reliable source of meaning received unimpeded by the viewer (Bowles 2013, p. 221). Therefore, a 
sustained critique of traditional film studies has been that spectator theories cannot provide satisfactory 
insights into the experiences of, nor the meanings produced by, actual cinema audiences (Allen 2013, p. 
33). Film studies had framed its subject in abstract terms that could not accommodate its deployment in 
everyday, material contexts.  
 
Early attempts to expand the academic concerns of film scholarship to include actual audiences initially 
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remained focused on literary objectives. When Allen (1990, p. 349) proposed a reorientation of film 
scholarship towards questions of ‘reception’, he framed the new concern broadly, as ‘the most inclusive 
category of issues surrounding the confrontation between the semiotic and the social.’ Therefore, while 
inviting attention to the social aspects of audience experience, this paradigm remained inclusive of 
textual concerns. During the 1990s, the emergence of reception studies inspired by television audience 
research produced a literary model for thinking about film that was animated by feminist scholarly 
politics (see for example, Staiger 1992; Klinger 1994; Kuhn 1994). In an echo of film studies’ critics, key 
proponent of reception theories Janet Staiger also attributes the development of a ‘text-activated’ 
approach in reception theories to cinema studies’ literary traditions (Staiger 2002, p. 46).  
 
Nonetheless, the work of reception scholars made important contributions to the development of 
further textually-removed audience research. Firstly, reception scholars employed ethnographic 
research practices to pursue ‘reader-activated’ approaches. However, while this ethnographic research 
paid attention to the experiences of actual film audiences in their viewing contexts, their analyses 
generally remained focused on how these conditions influenced audience interpretation of film texts 
(Staiger 2000) or film stars (Stacey 1994). Secondly, their findings further disturb the fiction of absorbed 
audience engagement with the text through observations noting, for example, disruptive audience 
behaviours (Klinger 1989) and the low incidence of textual recall in cinema memory work (Kuhn 2002b; 
2011). These findings suggest that from the perspective of the cinema audience, the film rarely matters 
as much as the work of textualist film scholars suggests it might. Thus, in their acknowledgement of the 
complications and distractions of cinematic viewing contexts, even literary inspired reception 
scholarship further undermines the centrality of the film text in the viewing context.  
 
The focus on cinema audiences in their everyday contexts, made it possible for scholars to begin to 
observe the practices and spaces of cinema-going in a way that identified their social, embodied and 
material aspects (Geraghty 2000). Annette Kuhn’s pursuit of ethnographic ‘cinema memory work’ is a 
particularly interesting case, straddling as it does the psychoanalytic and ‘social/cultural paths of 
investigation’ (Callahan 2010, p. 11). Kuhn’s insights into cinema memory (2002b; 2011) and 
connections between recollections and constructions of past cinema-going experiences are potentially 
productive to understanding cinema preservation discourses. However, Kuhn’s work has met with 
critique from other cinema-going researchers who express disappointment that the publication of text-
oriented insights from this research falls short of its declared social and cultural aspirations (see 
Jancovich, Faire & Stubbings 2003, p. 8).  
 
A significant upsurge in such non-cinetextual research has become evident since the turn of the 
millennium as evident in the work of scholars who conceptualise film as a cultural institution, who 
typically explore the conditions and experiences of reception over those of production and who ask 
questions of the industrial practices (Acland 2003) and the everyday social and cultural experiences of 
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cinema-going (Bowles 2007a; 2007b; 2008; 2011a; 2011b; 2013; Fuller-Seeley 2008; Hallam & Roberts 
2013; Hark 2002, p. 2; Huggett & Bowles 2004; Jancovich, Faire & Stubbings 2003; Jones 2003; Kuhn 
2002b; Puwar 2007; Stubbings 2003b; Srinivas 2010; Srinivas 2000; Tomsic 2004; Waller 2005). The 
movement in film studies towards audience research explores practices of cinema-going as an aspect of 
everyday life. The dynamic inter-relationships between cinema-goers and cinema spaces is often alluded 
to in the literature, although less commonly is this directly addressed. 
 
In the early 2000s, small numbers of researchers spread around the world began recognising affinities 
and making connections in a spate of collegial events and collaborations exploring cinema or cinema-
going research. In effect this generated a small international community of scholars whose shared 
interests and collaborative ventures have fostered a recognition and forging of cinema research into a 
new research sub field. In an early example of international collaboration Robert C. Allen of the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and Kate Bowles of the University of Wollongong organised 
the online delivery of a transnational post-graduate seminar exploring ‘The History of the Social 
Experience of Moviegoing’. The collation of a reading list of early cinema-going literature effectively 
functioned to construct a framework for the concerns and parameters of this expansion of non-
cinetextual film studies. Additionally, this undertaking enabled connections between these published 
authors and emerging scholars with similar interests and research degrees underway.  
 
In 2004 a group of international film scholars formed the International Cinema Audiences Research 
Group (ICARG) and as an initial collaborative act created the History of Moviegoing, Exhibition and 
Reception (HoMER) Project. The HoMER Project was designed to generate a central collection point for 
sharing of research on cinema exhibition, reception and attendance. This group has organised major 
international conferences which have brought together scholars with similar interests in the contexts of 
cinema cultures; the ‘Cinema in Context’ conference was held in April 2006 and ‘The Glow in their Eyes’ 
followed with another program of cinema research that continues to this day (HoMER Network 2018).   
 
Film historians who drove the shift away from text-based film scholarship have consistently argued that 
to decontextualise film, to consider it apart from its institutional and reception contexts, has limited 
value (Allen 1990; Maltby 2006).  Charles Acland described his perception of the shifting perspectives on 
film scholarship thus: ‘Cinema-going is an institutional formation, rather than some stable technological, 
textual, or experiential apparatus’ (2003, p. 227). Therefore, cinema is conceptualised as an institutional 
formation constituted through a set of social, economic, industrial, cultural and textual relationships – 
or inter-relationships – that become potential subjects for investigation. This conceptualisation of 
cinema has been used to underpin arguments for new disciplinary parameters by Maltby and Stokes 
(2007, p. 2): 
 
We are proposing a distinction between … an aesthetic history of textual relations 




This shifts the focus of the discipline significantly, away from the textual unit of film towards the sites 
and practices of its everyday operation and reconceptualised ‘cinema as a site of social, cultural, and 
economic exchange’ (Hallam & Roberts 2013, p. 3). 
 
The most prominent scholarly focus has been a call to research historic and site-specific audiences. 
Maltby (2006; 2007) has repeatedly argued the centrality of cinema ‘audience’ research to the endeavor 
of producing cinema histories, observing with Stokes that ‘in order adequately to address the social and 
cultural history of cinema, we must find ways to write the histories of its audiences’ (2007, p. 1). This has 
been a productive way to frame a shift in scholarly focus away from both the isolated film text and the 
subjectively received film text to the conditions, practices and experience of film consumption and has 
provided a focal point for the publication of many varied investigations into cinema culture (Stokes & 
Maltby 1999; Stokes & Maltby 2001; Maltby, Stokes & Allen 2007; Biltereyst, Maltby & Meers 2012).  
 
Research on the historical experience of cinema-going suggests that, over time, audiences retain 
contextual memories of past cinema-going experiences more than they do textual ones (Huggett & 
Bowles 2004; Kuhn 2011). Historical audience research shows, however, that for much of cinema’s 
history the text has been a relatively insignificant or unmemorable aspect of the cinema-going 
experience, and that practices of consumption, including social and spatial elements of cinema-going, 
have been under researched. Moreover, the apparent centrality of the film to the economic contract 
between exhibitor and audience – apparent because in actuality the popcorn provides the primary 
income from film exhibition - may even overestimate the significance of the text from a commercial 
perspective. Maltby (2011, pp. 7-8) has framed this as an imperative of the business model of cinema 
through which films are understood not as literary expressions, but as replaceable consumables: ‘the 
evanescent images on the screen formed the most transient and expendable element of the experience 
of cinema.’ Bowles (2013, p. 221) has summed the findings of cinema research of the 2000s in the 
observation that ‘wherever cinema attendance is a social habit, it is not exclusively or even strongly 
shaped by the content of films themselves, but by the attractions and distractions of public cultural 
participation’.  
 
Therefore, one of the major outcomes of the transformation of film into cinema history has been the 
recognition of cinema-going as a fundamentally social experience. Theatrical film exhibition is a shared 
and social activity, the coming together of an audience who coalesce in public assembly for film 
screenings, usually conducted via profit-making industrial exhibition practices in particular types of 
spaces – cinemas or other makeshift theatres.  
 
Many references have already been made in this thesis to consciously frame cinemas and cinema-going 
as aspects of the ‘everyday’. Cultural studies scholars have emphasised the validity of everyday life as a 
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subject of inquiry (Highmore 2002). Cinema scholars who have applied this concept of everyday life to 
cinema-going as a way to conceptualise the temporal and spatial aspects of cinema cultures include 
Jancovich, Faire and Stubbings (2003, p. 89) who explore cinema as place and Huggett and Bowles 
(2004) who invoke the notion of everyday life to explain their use of oral history interviews to explore 
the experiences of cinema audiences. 
 
The production of social histories of cinema-going informed by cultural studies suggest that consistency 
can be identified more persuasively in the industrial and audience practices, spaces and social 
arrangements that marked experiences of cinema-going: the material features and spatial 
configurations of cinemas, the companions with which one regularly attends and the staff with whom 
people consistently engage, mundane practices like the transport routes one travels to get there, and 
ritualized practices, favoured seating, the popcorn and the darkening of the auditorium (Huggett & 
Bowles 2004; Kuhn 2002b).  
 
The cultural studies inflected work of Toby Miller has included his call for a ‘radical contextualization’ of 
film studies which would take these environmental factors into account: 
 
The life of any…film is a passage across space and time, a life remade again and again by 
institutions, discourses, and practices of distribution and reception that make each uptake 
of a text a specific occasion (Miller 2001, p. 306.) 
 
Miller’s critique encourages moving away from consideration of film as an abstraction and to research it 
in relation to its everyday contexts and actual practices (Puwar 2007; Srinivas 2010). This 
conceptualization of cinema echoes one made previously by Australian anthropologist Greg Dening, who 
in 1996 said, ‘we must see the film as a whole event – in its production, in the dynamic relationship 
between actors and the public, in the campaign of publicity, in the occasions of its viewing…’ (cited in 
Thorne, Tod & Cork 1987, p. 15). 
 
This attention to everyday life has produced a range of audience studies which have explored the 
particularity of practices and experiences of cinema-going in a variety of times and in particular places 
(Abel 2006; Athique 2013; Fuller 1996; Klenotic 2007; Srinivas 2010; Thissen 1999). The primacy 
accorded the metropolitan experience of cinema has been much commented upon (Aveyard 2011c, pp. 
295-296). This metropolitan-centrism in non-cinetextual research has been challenged by key and 
influential cinema scholars (Allen 1996; 2007, p. 29), who have argued that metropolitan cinema-going 
was not the most common way in which the demographic spread of people encountered film.  More 
recently research exploring different operations and experiences of rural cinema-going have made 
major contributions to an expansion of the field including in Australia (Aveyard 2011a; 2011b; 2011c; 
2012; Bowles 2007a; 2007b; 2009; Corbett 2008; Huggett 2002; Huggett & Bowles 2004; Klenotic 2007; 




Among the larger number of scholars producing cinema histories are those whose work focuses 
specifically on the differentiated industrial and audience practices to be found in rural cinema histories. 
Many of the distinguishing features of rural cinema exhibition and attendance have been shown to be 
consequent of varying factors of geography, for example, geographic isolation from other towns or large 
cities, for example (Bowles 2007b), and the ways in which this relative isolation impacts on the 
cinematic services made available from an industrial perspective. For example, that it is common for 
rural cinemas to offer second or third run programs. 
 
However, it is the way that this literature has framed the significance and meanings of the theatres in a 
rural or ‘small-town’ context that is of most interest to me. Discussions of the particular operation and 
social meanings of ‘local’ cinemas or ‘localising’ exhibition practices - for example the incorporation of 
locally relevant material into cinema programs - is not particular to the rural context (Leveridge 2010) 
and has for example been identified as a practice employed by exhibitors to Jewish immigrant audiences 
in New York in the early 20th century (Thissen 1999). Likewise, Klenotic (2007, p. 132) emphasizes that 
despite the undeniable dominance of the picture palace in terms of grandeur, spectacle and their 
influence on the ‘historical imagination’ that even at their height they constituted a small minority of 
movie theatres and as such do not represent the ‘typical moviegoing experience’. Furthermore, 
Klenotic’s (2007, p. 133) alternative focus on ‘non-dominant’ forms of exhibition like the 
‘neighbourhood’ theatre offers, he claims, insights into cinema culture as a ‘rich social experience’ which 
echoes the conceptualization of Huggett and Bowles (2004).  
 
So, a distinction emerges between the pursuit of literary insights through audience research and the 
production of social histories of cinema. The latter frame cinema-going as a practice and an experience 
of everyday life, performed by an embodied and located audience; research objectives Hallam and 
Roberts (2013, p. 3) identify as ‘refocusing on cinema as a site of social, cultural, and economic 
exchange.’  
 
A cinema is not just social or economic, but is also spatial. Cinema-going is an encounter that both takes 
time and occurs in time. But, cinematic exhibition and practices of cinema-going also bear the 
distinction of space, and until recently, this has received less overt acknowledgement. While cultural 
studies has provided the basic post-structuralist understandings of discursive construction of meanings 
and subjectivities, it has been within the discipline of geography that scholars have applied this with the 
overriding consideration that all of this happens within space.  
 
Key examples of cinema exhibition histories which have made reference to the evolution of cinematic 
spaces (Gomery 1992) include architectural perspectives (Sharp 1969; Thorne 1976; 1981; Valentine 
1994), and social and cultural assessments of cinemas in relation to their heritage value (Thorne 1999; 
2006; 2008). Cinema restoration activities have been documented in Janna Jones’ (2003) exploration of 
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the roles of cultural memory in the restoration of five Southern US picture palaces. Geographer Phil 
Hubbard’s (2003) work focuses on cinemas as spaces of leisure consumption in nighttime economies. 
Jancovich, Faire and Stubbings’ (2003) The Place of the Audience, posit cinemas as places, using some 
geographical thinking and reference key spatial theorists including Doreen Massey. However, they do 
this primarily to justify accounting for space (2003, p. 16), in relation to global identities (2003, p. 19) 
and to discuss mobility (2003, p. 146). Moreover, they do not apply Massey’s (2005) relational approach 
to space, and therefore do not connect spatial and social identities as co-produced. These projects have 
tangential relevance to my research, but none provide a theoretical or methodological model which I 
can adopt as in none of these cases is the intersection of intention, position and objective quite in 
alignment with my own.  
 
Cinema has not just been socially and culturally significant, however. It has also been structurally and 
spatially significant. I am concerned with how cinema spaces and structures have made people feel 
about cinema-going, but this research asks more: what role does the spatial play in the construction of 
meanings of the cinema? How does experience of cinema spaces and structures contribute to the 
production of personal and collective subjectivities? And finally, how does this inform the strong spatial 
attachments that underpin cinema preservation and restoration activities? What informs the 
‘preservation impulse’? 
 
In these cases, observations that cinema-going is ‘spatial’ or that it occurs in non-metropolitan contexts 
constitutes the extent of attention paid to geographic thought. While the work itself may otherwise 
have value, these claims state that the concerns of geography are relevant to the subject of cinema-
going without fruitfully engaging with the conceptual understandings of space and place that could 
enrich the field of cinema studies in any substantial way. I argue that there has been an overuse of 
simplistic application of terms such as ‘geography’ and ‘spatial’ in the cinema studies output without 
sufficient attention to their meaning or significance. 
 
Falkheimer and Jansson (2006) draw a useful distinction between what they term a ‘contextual turn’ and 
a ‘spatial turn’. The authors conceptualise the contextual turn as a recognition that media consumption 
occurs in space, the details and effects of which are explored through ethnographic research methods 
(2006, p. 15). This is closer to what cinema scholars claiming to address spatial issues have actually 
done. Early engagements of cinema studies with geography have left an opportunity for work to be 
done that bridges this gap and introduces more geographically centred conceptual understandings of 
space and place to the field of cinema studies.  
 
In the following chapter a discussion of post-structuralist and feminist literature drawn from cultural 
studies and geography establishes a theoretical framework and conceptual approach to the co-













… if one or two of the ‘gadgets’ of approach or method that I’ve tried to employ … can be 
of service to you, then I shall be delighted. If you find the need to transform my tools or 
use others then show me what they are (Foucault 1980, p. 65).  
 
This is an interdisciplinary thesis, that now turns to the way in which the materiality of cinema buildings 
and the questions raised by preservation practices about people’s relationships with those spaces and 
structures invites a geographical approach. Elspeth Probyn argues that there is:  
 
an increasing awareness in cultural theory of the need to instil some sense of the material 
within theorisations of the complex relations between individuals, selves, economic and 
structural forces, history and the present (2003, p. 291).  
 
Following Probyn, my research addresses itself to an ontology of space that embraces complexity and 
multiplicity, and that recognises the mutuality of the body/space relationship. 
 
This chapter therefore outlines a theoretical framework informed by the work of feminists and post-
structuralist geographers who propose understandings of space and place as fundamentally social, 
embodied and ongoing processes. There are many ways to think of space and place, and the relationship 
between the two concepts. This is appropriate given that space and place are considered from a 
multiplicity of different positions, informed by different philosophies and with different research aims 
and objectives. Therefore, in keeping with the philosophy of leading spatial theorist Doreen Massey, I do 
not wish to propose that the conceptualisation of space that I am about to describe is definitive. Rather, 
I share her advocacy ‘for space’ as an ‘event’ or constellation of material, social and cultural trajectories 
and see this as an appropriate framework to apply to my exploration of cinema place-making and 
related spatial subjectivities.  
 
In this chapter I provide a summary of the key principles of Massey’s approach to space as they have 
relevance to my research, and complement this basic framework with some useful understandings of 
subjectivities as performative and embodied, informed by the work of Judith Butler, Elspeth Probyn and 
Gillian Rose. Finally, I introduce a specific conceptual tool, designed by geographer Ruth Liepins, which I 
have modified slightly to more fully serve my own research objectives. 
 
Previous geographic traditions –geography as a spatial science – developed to record and map spatial 
phenomena without questioning their existence or their meanings. Post-structuralist approaches to 
geography strip away the notion that space is a given, that notions of space are inherent, and in 
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addition, that understandings of space have certainty, fixity, or authority. Rather, just as histories have 
been critiqued, interrogated and challenged as arbitrary social and cultural constructs that are 
embedded in and represent the interests of a complex of political and power relations, so too, can space 
be conceptualised as a social construct that is formed through particular sets of social, cultural, and 
political connections and interests. 
 
Feminist poststructuralist geographers expand upon Foucauldian ideas of knowledge (1972) and power 
(1977) to critique taken-for-granted notions of ourselves and our worlds. Spatial theorists propose that 
these seemingly ‘natural’ aspects of our lives are, rather, produced through sets of everyday discursive 
inter-relations, the (ongoing) outcomes of which are the socially constructed meanings and practices 
that constitute our social and spatial worlds. In other words, space/place is socially produced through 
the connections that people make with places in the course of their everyday lived experience. Through 
a complex network of inter-relationships marked by the discursive negotiation with a network of 
embodied actors, material things, and culturally produced ideological meanings, people relate to places 
through language and the performance of spatialised practices. It is through the performance of these 
embodied everyday spatial experiences that spatial meanings are produced. In effect, space is 
understood to be socially constituted through ongoing processes of embodied spatial relations. 
Conversely, the embodied social processes of people/place inter-relation through which spatial 
identities are produced simultaneously function to constitute personal subjectivities. According to 
Probyn (2003), subjectivity is fundamentally spatial. People’s everyday experiences and understandings 
of themselves are influenced by the spatial features of the world around them with profound 
implications for their sense of self.  
 
If spatial meanings can be examined in relational terms, as discursively constituted by people, physical 
things, and the relations between them, then the meanings of small-town cinema places can be 
explored through engagement with the people who have a relationship with those places and the 
discursive mechanisms through which they are (co)constituted. Therefore it is possible, following 
Massey (2005 p. 140) to consider cinema spaces as ‘events’ made up of the cumulative and ongoing 
constellation of myriad forms and examples of encounters of which they have formed a part - ideas, 
emotions, people and things that come together to sustain the place of the cinema.  Spaces and places 
are not just there to be recorded and mapped in relation to each other and their meaning open up to 
questions that did not previously seem warranted. Which meanings have become dominant, and how? 
To whom are these meanings meaningful? Who participates in their construction or maintenance?  
 
As everything occurs in space, geography is a discipline with which thinkers in other disciplines have 
often sought to engage. In discussion with geographers in 1976, Foucault acknowledged an ambivalent 
relation to geography in his work, saying ‘[It] seems to have been constantly bordering on geography 
without ever taking it explicitly into account’ (Foucault 1980, p. 65). This statement was preceded with a 
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proposal for reciprocal academic exploration:  
 
if one or two of the ‘gadgets’ of approach or method that I’ve tried to employ … can be of 
service to you, then I shall be delighted. If you find the need to transform my tools or use 
others then show me what they are, because it may be of benefit to me (Foucault 1980, p. 
65).  
 
Indeed, in the ensuing period many geographers have noted the spatial sensibility underpinning 
Foucault’s work (notable examples include, Soja 1989; Philo 1992; Philo 2000; Elden 2001; Crampton & 
Elden 2007) and also its limits (Thrift 2007). The influence of critical social theorists, including in 
particular Foucault, has become central to many critical geographies since geography’s ‘cultural turn’ of 
the 1990s (Cresswell 2004, p. 27).  
 
Since the emergence of the so called ‘qualitative revolution’ in the 1950s, that challenged prevailing 
prescriptive and normative approaches, the concept of space was entangled in debates between 
different paradigms (see for example, Hubbard et al. 2002; Johnston 2004). As a science, the ‘spatial’ 
itself was posited as the subject of geographic study – as though spatiality was a thing in and of itself 
which could be accounted for and explained. For humanistic, Marxist and later feminist geographers, 
the problem with this approach was that, as a science, it left a conceptual gap between the spatial and 
the social; the influence of social processes on spatial patterns and practices was not fully accounted for. 
Reflecting the rising influence of humanist approaches to geography since the 1960s, contemporary 
critiques continue to address this oversight, emphasising the role of social processes in spatial 
formations. As summarised by Massey, Allen and Anderson:  
 
There are no such things as spatial processes without social content, no such things as 
purely spatial causes, spatial laws, interactions or relationships. What was really being 
referred to … was the spatial form of social causes, laws, interactions and processes (1984, 
p. 3). 
 
This disconnect between the spatial and the social prompted a twofold critique of geography as a 
science. Firstly, a scientific approach presented the practice of spatial inquiry as an objective process 
(Waitt et al. 2000, p. 46), where observations are posited as value-neutral. While, admittedly, pre-
discursive and purely spatial features may exist – such as distance, size, proximity, shape, mass – 
humanist geographers argue that they can never be perceived pre-discursively. Following Foucault’s 
notions of the discursive construction of reality, consideration of spatial features always occurs in 
relation to established and emerging discursive formations and structures which have currency within a 
particular cultural framework. Any account of context must consider social understandings and 
practices: what understandings /meanings become attached to help shape space and why? How is space 
shaped and reshaped by practices? Alongside the material relations of space (bearing in mind that those 
features will change over time) how space is shaped and reshaped is fundamentally a social undertaking, 




Yet, attention to social processes does not provide a full account of the spatial. A reciprocal 
understanding takes into account how the impact of the social processes shape our spatial experiences 
and that space, in turn, shapes social processes. That the relationship between the spatial and the social 
is a two-way process became reflected in the renegotiation of disciplinary parameters; by the end of the 
1980s, influential geographers were arguing for the recognition of the central role of the spatial in the 
consideration of the social (see for example Soja 1989). According to Massey, ‘spatial distributions and 
geographical differentiation may be the result of social processes, but they also affect how those 
processes work. “The spatial” is not just an outcome; it is also part of the explanation’ (1984, p. 4). 
 
Thus, post-structuralist geographers advocate for a notion of space as an ongoing, practiced and 
ideologically laden social process: ‘space is not a given neutral and passive geometry but rather it is 
continuously produced through socio-spatial relations’ (Hubbard et al. 2002, p. 13). Post-structuralist 
ideas which present meaning as relational and constructed have informed new ways of understanding 
the making of spatial and social worlds as ongoing social processes. Foucauldian notions of knowledge, 
genealogy, discourse and relations of power are interpreted and adapted by geographers to account for 
space as a critical element of social worlds. While many of the key figures in the early uptake of 
Foucault’s theories into geographical thought were men (Elden & Crampton 2007), commentators have 
acknowledged the role of feminist geographers at the forefront of this process (Dias & Blecha 2007). 
Much of the work done on the transformation and application of key Foucauldian concepts into spatial 
thought and analysis is found in the work of geographers such as Doreen Massey and Gillian Rose in 
accord with the work of key feminist thinkers such as Judith Butler, Donna Haraway, and Elspeth Probyn. 
The resulting post-structuralist feminist geographies, based on a fundamental understanding of spatial 
geographies as sets of relationships between spaces and people is central to the formulation and 
execution of this research; their reworkings of Foucauldian notions inform my approaches, 
understandings and analyses of cinema preservation activities. This feminist, post-structuralist 
framework embraces the complexity and messiness of the sociality of these processes. Meanings, 
attitudes and practices are not fixed, but fluid; are not homogeneous, but multiple, and moreover, 
potentially contradictory; and, although they may coalesce at different times and within different 
configurations of the network into shared, and even dominant meanings, they are not conceived as 
deterministic, but rather always open to contestation. 
 
Foucauldian contributions to post-structuralist thinking advanced these anti-essentialist ways of 
conceptualising the world and our relationship with it. In particular, his ideas about the discursive 
formation of power/knowledge and of subjects through processes of relationality are influential in post-
structuralist feminist geographies. In the same way, feminist and poststructuralist geographers reframe 
notions of spatial worlds as occurring through inter-relational processes of everyday lived experience 
and therefore as social, temporal, embodied, emplaced, fluid and ongoing. These key Foucauldian 
concepts have come to inform my own project, and I will now explore them in more detail in order to 
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account for the influence of feminist, post-structuralist theories of space on the findings from my 
fieldwork, discussed in the remainder of this thesis. 
 
Foucauldian conceptualisations in feminist rethinking of space  
Firstly, one of the hallmarks of Foucauldian theory is his conceptualizing of the social worlds as 
interconnected networks of things and people. This idea was developed through his theory of 
governmentality, which rethinks the operation of power as exercised through discursive interactions 
that produce knowledge, vested with authority by particular institutions and positions. In this Foucault 
posited the concerns of government not as territory, but ‘a sort of complex composed of men and things 
… men (sic) in their relations’ (Foucault, cited in Crampton & Elden 2007, p. 7). Relationality is thus 
conceived as an inherently social process that occurs within a network of relationships that includes 
people, things and the meanings that are produced by, and inform, the shape of their relations.  
 
This approach was adopted by Massey (1994, p. 2), whose self-declared central objective has been to 
‘formulate concepts of space and place in terms of social relations.’ While Massey’s goal is to reframe 
understandings of spatiality as an outcome of social relations, her assertion reminds us that spatiality is 
an inevitable and always present feature of any social encounter. In his consideration of the operation of 
power, Foucault (1986, p. 252) acknowledged this, once stating that, ‘space is fundamental in any form 
of communal life; space is fundamental in any exercise of power.’ Therefore, it becomes possible for the 
Foucauldian complex of inter-relations to be conceived as composed of people, things, spatiality and the 
meanings that are produced by, and inform, the shape of their relations.  
 
This way of conceptualising space and place is useful because it foregrounds spatial relationships – 
relationships between people and places, or body-space relationships - and therefore serves the 
purpose of my research. It follows that any exploration of the meanings of historic small-town cinemas, 
for example, cannot be pursued in singularity, or solely in terms of their material form, but must be 
considered in the context of their production through a complex of social inter-relations. It is through 
thinking spatially that I seek to draw out the meanings of heritage cinemas by exploring how their 
relationships help constitute the spaces and places of small-town contexts.  
 
The production of meanings through this complex of inter-relations can be understood in terms of 
another of Foucault’s major themes, the concept of discourse. Foucault uses the concept of discourse to 
describe the mode of interaction between actors and things in the relational network outlined above. In 
this way Foucault seeks to describe a mode of relating and of meaning-making that extends beyond the 
limits of language. Hall (2001, p. 72) asserts that the distinction between language and the Foucauldian 
notion of discourse is that in this conceptualization of discourse meanings are seen to be represented 
and negotiated relationally through both through iterations of language but also practice; ‘since all 
social practices entail meaning, and meanings shape and influence what do – our conduct – all practices 
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have a discursive aspect.’ Barnes and Duncan (1992, p. 8) define discourse as the ‘frameworks that 
embrace particular combinations of narratives, concepts, ideologies and signifying practices relevant to 
a particular realm of social action.’ It should therefore be possible to identify the frameworks of 
meaning that operate in relation to particular cinema places by exploring the discursive combinations of 
narratives, concepts, ideologies and signifying practices relevant to those cinemas. Given Foucault’s 
insistence on the discursive aspect of practice, this would include consideration of particular social 
practices of cinema-going, and the practices entailed by processes of cinema preservation, restoration 
and non-commercial operation.  
  
Foucault’s ideas constitute a constructionist theory of meaning; he argues that meanings about the 
world and the things within it are socially constructed through these discursive processes. As observed 
by Hall (2001, p. 73), ‘Foucault argues that since we can only have a knowledge of things if they have a 
meaning, it is discourse – not the things-in-themselves – which produces knowledge.’ Foucault positions 
discursive mechanisms, such as language and practice, as both carriers and producers of meaning that 
constrain our perceptions, inform our understandings of, and attitudes about the world, and therefore 
produce social worlds. Critics of Foucault often argue these ideas deny the materiality of the world, 
however, according to Mills: 
 
Foucault does not deny the existence of the real; on the contrary, he asserts that what we 
perceive to be significant and how we interpret objects and events and set them within 
systems of meaning is dependent on discursive structures (2004, p. 46).  
 
So, although the material world does exist in a pre-social and pre-discursive sense, meanings about the 
world and the things in it cannot be considered pre-social but only as produced through the network of 
exchanges that form social and, following Massey, spatial relations in the world. Indeed, Massey (2005, 
p. 9) conceptualises spatiality as the product of intersecting social relations: ‘we recognize space as the 
product of inter-relations; as constituted through interactions.’ We simultaneously decode and produce 
our experiences of our worlds and the things in it through socially produced discursive systems of 
negotiation, conflict and agreement with others out of which shared ideas and practices emerge.  
 
Therefore, cinema places are not pre-discursive or fixed objects but are, rather, discursively constructed 
and ongoingly remade through the everyday embodied performance of discursive interaction that 
comprise body/space relations. Through these ideas, the material aspects of our everyday lives, 
seemingly solid, tangible and reliable, seemingly fixed, can alternatively be understood as socially 
produced, contingent on the outcomes of discursive inter-relations.  
 
According to Foucault, when patterns of repetition emerge within a particular cultural sphere they begin 
to operate as discursive formations (Hall 2001, p. 73). Mills (2004, p. 44) describes discursive structures 
as sets of ideas shaped ‘by the internal mechanisms of discourses and the relations between discourses.’ 
In this way, out of a process of negotiation or struggle with alternative positions, discursive structures 
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come to constitute commonly shared sets of understandings and expectations of things, people and 
places which in turn influence unfolding meanings, attitudes and practices relating to those things, 
people and places. To some extent, then, multiple and potentially conflicting experiences and discursive 
constructs can begin to operate as coherent discursive structures through the process of becoming 
shared and widely accepted as taken-for-granted knowledge.  
 
To Gillian Rose (2007, p. 142), discourses constitute the world in a certain way, constructing ‘a particular 
knowledge about the world which shapes how the world is understood and how things are done in it.’ 
According to Hall (2001, p. 75), Foucault ‘saw knowledge as always inextricably enmeshed in relations of 
power because it was always applied to the regulation of social conduct in practice.’ Foucault therefore 
positions discursive structures as a tool, used by people to co-ordinate their social relationships for a 
specific purpose within particular temporal contexts. Thus, a Foucauldian approach conceptualises the 
cinema as an outcome – as we shall soon see, in progress - of interconnected sets of ideas, or ‘grids of 
knowledge’, that produce social geographies of spatialised power by making certain sets of attitudes, 
meanings and practices appeal normal. Therefore, the circulation of commonly articulated claims and 
practices relating to cinema places can come to be understood as taken-for-granted understandings, or 
knowledge, which are rarely questioned. 
 
This process through which discursive structures form could alternatively be described as the generation 
of social norms, whereby sets of ideas become dominant and accepted as normal. The normalization of 
particular meanings and practices influences understandings of what is allowed and what is not, and in 
this way regulates social behaviour. The production of patterns of shared meaning forming dominant 
and congruent sets of ideas occurs within the experience-based complex of interactions through which 
rules are established through techniques of in/validation – repetition, sanctioning, valorisation or 
converse mechanisms of silencing. These privilege, or authorise, certain sets of ideas and practices as 
socially acceptable and marginalise others. Thus, mechanisms of power/knowledge can operate to 
normalise particular sets of ideas and behaviours and to mark others as deviant. Indeed, as will be 
discussed below, cinemas seem to be places where the regulatory function of discursive structures are 
particularly apparent in the common design of cinema spaces and structures and the uniformity of 
cinema-going practices. 
 
The process of the negotiation of these discursive structures through social relations is of central 
importance to poststructuralist conceptualisation of the spatial as it exposes the uncertainty and 
arbitrariness of those processes and therefore their outcomes. Our experiences of the world, and things 
in the world – places, events, objects, others, ourselves and the inter-relations between them – however 
primary, tactile or socially supported, do not have essential meaning. It is also important to note that 
neither are discursive frameworks inherent nor absolute. Rather, they are (in)formed by our exposure to 
their attributions produced through the social formations of discourse. In this way, discursive 
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articulations relating to cinemas and cinema-going that together produce the meanings and meaningful 
practices of cinema places are understood not simply to reflect a cinema’s essential meanings or 
material certainty, but to actively constitute them in ways that are to a degree arbitrary, within the 
confines of historical processes. 
 
This framework for understanding the constitution of social and spatial worlds through discursive 
networks of social inter-relations positions its operation in the realm of everyday interaction and lived 
experience. Laclau and Mouffe propose ‘every social configuration is meaningful’ in a productive sense 
(cited in Hall 2001, p. 73). The constitution of meaning through the dynamics of everyday life is reflected 
in the focus on everyday life prominent in cultural studies (see for example Highmore 2001). But the 
embrace of all social inter-relations as discursively productive opens up consideration of discursive 
multiplicity, the prospect of competing discourses, their relation to and formation within particular 
contexts, and their ongoing production. Moreover, Massey’s (2005) insistence on the resonant spatiality 
of everyday encounters inevitably also demands acknowledgment of the materially embodied and 
emplaced nature of everyday life. 
 
Through this relational discursive framework we could understand discourses about cinema places and 
cinema-going practices to be socially constituted though everyday lived and embodied processes of 
inter-relation and performance. Through patterns of repetition or mechanisms of authority dominant 
discursive formations have coalesced into knowledge about cinema places and cinema-going practices. 
Additionally, as the everyday social mechanisms of spatial and subjective meaning formation become 
apparent, they become open to analysis and critique. Cinema places can thus be comprehended as 
social geographies, raising Foucauldian questions about whose discursive articulations and whose social 
and spatial agendas become best served in discursive negotiations which crucially must be understood 
as both multiple and ongoing.  
 
Moreover, discourses are negotiated across a range of scales from local to historic-socio-cultural 
contexts. Although certain sets of ideas/knowledges may become dominant in certain contexts at 
certain times, they are not fixed and do not represent a general homogeneity of ideas. Anti-essentialist 
approaches recognise that in the complexity and messiness of an ever-evolving network, there are 
always other, competing, alternative or oppositional discourses and that discursive formations will 
change over time (Hall 2001, p. 74; Mills 2004, p. 17). Participating in one discourse does not confine 
you to that set of ideas, or conformity to that knowledge. There is always the potential to ‘jump’ 
discourses or to counter-read discourses. The potential for contemporaneous operation of competing, 
alternative or oppositional discourses points to the possibility of coexisting heterogeneity, or a 
multiplicity of spatial meanings, experiences and relations.  
 
Geographer Nigel Thrift (1999, p. 310) characterises this spatial multiplicity as central to the process 
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whereby space is constituted, claiming ‘place is not in space, but is a means by which space is produced 
as a plenitude of different relations.’ Therefore, despite the potential operation of dominant discourses, 
the discursive production of space does not produce coherent or homogeneous meanings; experience of 
space is not the same for everyone. Just as spatial meanings are renegotiated and remade across the 
passage of time, we each have our own experience of space and its discursive constructions; our 
relationships with space will be specific to our subjective experience of our inter-relations with it. 
Massey is definitive on this conceptualization of space as:  
 
the sphere of the possibility of the existence of multiplicity in the sense of 
contemporaneous plurality; as the sphere in which distinct trajectories coexist; as the 
sphere therefore of coexisting heterogeneity (2005, p. 9).  
 
Massey (2005, p. 9) attributes this openness to multiplicity to the effect of the social production of 
space: ‘if space is indeed the product of inter-relations, then it must be predicated upon the existence of 
plurality. Multiplicity and space as co-constitutive.’ Earlier, Massey (1994, p. 4) describes this as 
‘dynamic simultaneity of space.’  
 
The everyday relational production of discursive statements and practices means that the discursive 
articulations that constitute cinema places, cinema-going or cinema-going subjects may become 
(re)articulated at different moments in time, and changes in those meanings will reflect changes in 
historical or geographical contexts. Foucault called this the historicisation of discourse, emphasizing that 
the dependence of discursive formations on the contextual conditions of their formation means 
discursive ‘truths’ will occur ‘only within a specific historical context’ (Hall 2001, p. 74).  
 
It is possible, and quite easily so, to identify normalised Western practices of cinema-going, and the 
cinema history literature provides good insights into what they are (see for example, Huggett 2002; 
Huggett & Bowles 2004; Kuhn 2002b). For example, cinema-going is usually a social practice, conducted 
with familiar others or alternatively as dating; audiences are normally quiet during film screenings. 
Much of the cinema history research into cinema-going in the last decade and a half has functioned to 
elucidate cinema-going practices of the past, and these reveal how normalized cinema-going practices 
have altered over time. For example, it once was common for cinema-going subjects to ‘dress’ for the 
cinema. The practice of wearing formal clothes has changed over time, and it is now common for 
Western cinema-goers to perform cinema-going practices in casual attire. Alternatively, Srinivas (2000) 
and Srinivas (2002) have demonstrated how common cinema-going practices may spatially differ by 
exploring the more ‘interactive’ practices of cinema audiences in India.  
 
Therefore, it is expected that the meanings of the case study cinemas have changed over time. In 
particular, this research explores how meanings of the cinemas may have been rearticulated differently 
at the time during which the cinema preservation campaigns were mounted. How did the risk of loss 
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impact the discursive articulation of meanings of the cinemas? How have new articulations of the 
cinemas been discursively produced? What discourses of the cinemas were mobilized in competition 
with those that supported alternative uses? How did discourses of community trump discourses of 
commercial imperative? 
 
Following Massey’s concept of place interdependence: ‘identities of places are never “pure,” but always 
porous and the product of other places’ (Raadik-Cottrell 2010, p. 32). Thus, places are never 
experienced or constructed in isolation from one’s experiences, memories and knowledge of other 
resonant places, existing elsewhere in time and/or place. What happens to cinema spaces when thought 
about in terms of relational space – as constellations of trajectories that bring people together and keep 
people apart? As cinemas sustaining spatial/temporal order, as spaces that encourage temporal rhythms 
and bodily rhythms? This porousness of place invites the spatial meanings from other times and other 
places into the present moment which Massey terms an ‘event.’ 
 
Massey accommodates all of these multiple geographic and temporal meanings into her 
conceptualisation of place as an ‘event’ rather than a location on a map. She says:  
 
what is special about place is precisely that thrown togetherness, the unavoidable 
challenge of negotiating a “here and now; (itself drawing on a history and geography of 
thens and theres)” and a negotiation which must take place within and between both 
human and nonhuman (Massey 2005, p. 140).  
 
Across the vector of time, space is made through a continuous series of spatial ‘moments’ in which the 
collision or constellation of social trajectories produces the specificities of spatial events, experience and 
meanings. Following Massey, the space of the cinema could be conceived as one such ‘event’, in terms 
of the whole constellation of ideas, emotions, people and things that come together to sustain the place 
of the cinema. How the relations between the people and place helps co-constitute the various 
individual and collective identities through how they dress, talk, listen, look, imagine and interact with 
one each other helps to constitute the place of cinema. 
 
In conceptualizing space as a moment, Massey draws attention to all the moments that came before 
and that will come after that one that has occurred in a particular space at a particular time, thus 
connecting momentary spatial meanings to all others that have preceded it in the context of a particular 
story, and all those that will ensue. Importantly, neither these places nor these times exist in spatial or 
temporal isolation, therefore, place is conceived as constructed both through social relationships with 
other places and objects and the ongoing intersection of the past and the present.  
 
The conceptualization of space as temporally progressive emphasizes that the social and discursive work 




always under construction…space … is a product of relations-between, relations which are 
necessarily embedded material practices …Perhaps we could imagine space as a 
simultaneity of stories-so-far (2005, p. 9).  
 
Spaces simultaneously contain the multiple accumulated meanings of outcomes of ongoing materially 
embedded social relations. Therefore, the meanings of cinema places are always being made through a 
network of material, spatial and social interactions and inter-relations and their place identities can 
contain a combination of past and present meanings. 
 
Consideration of the way that discursive outcomes of social inter-relations operate to construct 
knowledge about places and social practices is an incomplete treatment of the operation of inter-
relationality, and insufficient to outcomes such as experiencing a sense of belonging or exclusion. 
According to Foucault, discourses both construct and position objects and subjects (Berg & Roche 1997, 
p. 150). Following Foucault’s constructionist conception of the inter-relational production of discourse, 
the subject is displaced from its position in traditional conceptions as the producer of knowledge and 
meaning in favour of an understanding of discursive processes as producers of meaning. According to 
Hall (2001, p. 75) it is ‘one of Foucault’s most radical propositions: (that) the subject is (also) produced 
within discourse.’  
 
Logically, if the meanings of the varying aspects/objects of relational processes are produced as 
outcomes of their relations, then this must be true of all participants of the inter-relationship, resulting 
in mutual relational identity constitution for all actors in the network. The important thing to account 
for here is that within this network of social inter-relationship between people, places and things 
through which their meanings are produced, all of the things in the network - including people - are 
understood as outcomes of these social processes of meaning production. Therefore, according to 
Foucault, we simultaneously decode and produce our experiences of our worlds, the things in it and our 
selves, through socially produced discursive systems of inter-relation. 
 
This Foucauldian understanding of identities as social constructions relates to another important 
feminist reconceptualization of the operation of discursive processes as acts of performativity. Following 
Foucault, in her argument for an understanding of gender as fluid, philosopher Judith Butler (1990) 
insists that there is no fixed or natural subject that enters into social relations but that aspects of 
subjective identity are produced within those inter-relations through effective actions of imitative 
performance. If, as Foucault proposes, identity is one of the socially constructed outcomes of discourse, 
and discourse is enacted through the performance of speech and/or practice, then identity can be 
thought of as socially constituted through our ongoing engagement in performative expressions. In 
other words, we do not behave the way we do because of who we inherently are, rather, who we are is 




Butler’s framing of the social construction of subjectivities as performative emphasises that by engaging 
in practices of cinema-going, preservation practices of cinema place-making or community cinema 
operation, people are also actively engaged in processes of constructing individual and collective self-
identities. Lest her theory be seen to dilute ‘a clear sense of the constraints of context’ (Probyn 2003, p. 
291), Butler (1993) clarifies that performative choices are discursively regulated depending upon the 
available gendered options operating within particular cultures.  Therefore, we produce our selves 
through everyday performance of discursive acts of language and practice that meaningfully engage 
with and discursively (re)produce or (re)negotiate existing discursive identity categories.  
 
Following Foucault and Butler, Gillian Rose (1999, pp. 247-248) likewise conceptualizes everyday 
relationalities as performative, ‘as constituted through iteration rather than through essence.’ Rose 
extends Butler’s notion of the performative nature of subjectivities to propose the additional 
performative constitution of spatial meanings in her assertions that: ‘space is also a doing, that it does 
not pre-exist its doing, and that its doing is the articulation of relational performances’ that constructs 
space (Rose 1999, p. 248). Thus, Rose reminds us that the way we perform our subjectivities also 
produces space. Further to consideration of embodied and discursive elements in the exploration of 
performative spatial meanings, Gillian Rose (1999, p. 247) supports the additional consideration of 
realms of the imagination in her conceptualisation of ‘space as the articulation of collisions between 
discourse, fantasy and corporeality.’ Rose’s reasoning for this range of considerations harks back to 
Foucault’s original notion of relationality, as she postulates that ‘each participates in the relation 
between self and other’ (1999, p. 247). Moreover, Rose suggests that these three elements of 
performative inter-relation may operate in terms of ‘disruptive surplus’, simultaneous producing 
multiple and potentially contradictory meanings and impulses, leading to a multilayered notion of space. 
 
Butler’s concept of performativity assists us to see those mechanisms of discursive construction as 
produced through action, for example, in her insistence that ‘gender is always a doing’ (1990, p. 25). The 
insistence on iterations of performative action as the mode through which subjectivities are produced 
draws attention to their everyday, and ongoing, operation. Butler makes the simple observation that 
this, along with the construction of identity through varying social relations, means identities are 
variable (1990, p. 9). Just as Massey (2005, p. 9) conceives of the plurality and fluidity of spatial 
constructs as an outcome of social inter-relations, so too, are constructs of identity unstable and 
ongoing. The traditional belief in a core and unchanging subjectivity is also challenged (Probyn 2003, p. 
290). Rather, subjectivities are dynamic produced by sets of meaningful actions that depend on the 
particulars of context and time for their assertion. For example, cinema-going subjectivities will be 
differently constituted than subjectivities of cinema preservation activists, and different again to the 
subjectivities produced by volunteers in community cinema operation. 
 
Additionally, although Foucault sought to ‘grasp subjection in its material instance as a constitution of 
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subjects’ (1980, p. 97), Probyn (2003, p. 291) uses Althusser’s ideas about ideology to expand this 
interest in materiality; ‘it compels us to consider closely the material contexts which allow and delimit 
our individual and collective performance of selves.’ Probyn thus reminds us that the performative 
production of subjectivities is shaped by the particularities of spatial contexts in a process that she calls 
‘the spatial imperative of subjectivities’ (Probyn 2003, p. 298). The way we inhabit space, and space 
inhabits us, shapes and reshapes our subjectivities; ‘subjectivities are not abstract entities; they are 
always conducted in situ’ (Probyn 2003, p. 293). Probyn therefore helps point towards ideas of cinemas 
spaces as produced through the body.  With bodies brought to the fore, cinema spaces can be conceived 
of as socio-spatial assemblages connected to the sensory surroundings, lived memories and biography 
of individuals.  
 
These feminist and poststructuralist understandings of space provide the missing dimension that even 
the spatial turn in cinema studies has not yet fully addressed. They enable me to suggest that through 
the repetitive performance of certain cinema-going practices we shape and reshape our sense of self in 
the particularities of cinema spaces (ticket queues, foyers and auditoriums). In the auditorium, for 
example, the ‘good’ cinema-goer generally does not speak during the screening or give away the ending 
to other people. The time/space element suggests that spatial conventions can change over time or in 
different geographic contexts. During my fieldwork, for example, Lisa shared a story about unsupervised 
children engaging in food-fights in the auditorium of Tumut cinema during school holiday matinee 
screenings. For Lisa, this taken-for-granted practice in Tumut was inconceivable from her suburban 
culture of Sydney cinema-going. Each of these presents an example of a cinema culture and of spatial 
meanings that are produced by different performances of cinema-going practices.  
 
If we consider the two opening ideas – inter-relationality and the discursive construction of meaning - 
together, then it becomes apparent that the discursive production of social and spatial identities 
operates in a mutually constitutive way within a particular realm of social action. This framework allows 
us to see place-making processes (discursive and material) as both reflective and constitutive of ideas of 
self; and conversely, to analyse notions of self as both reflective and constitutive of experiences and 
meanings of place. This means that it is not enough simply to seek meanings about cinema places, it is 
also paramount to gain insights into people’s sense of themselves as people who have relationships with 
cinemas, and to take into account their practices of cinema-going and cinema preservation. 
 
Additionally, the production of subjectivities is not conceived as something that occurs inside the self 
and in isolation from others, but is also inevitably a social and discursive process operating within power 
relations that are structurally uneven at different scales. Probyn (2003, p. 291) addresses the inter-
relational outcomes of ‘how we are positioned in relation to each other’ as well as wider ideological 
discursive constructs and raises the prospect that the production of our subjectivities can sometimes be 
the outcome of ideological projections of difference. While, Probyn says, she accepts Massey’s (1999, p. 
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282) proposal that people interact through a ‘happenstance arrangement-in-relation-to-each-other’, she 
also insists that we consider the effects of interpellation (Probyn 2003, p. 297), the process through 
which subjectivities are constituted, or ‘hailed’, through the ideas and practices of ideologies. The 
effects of these ideological structures can position people in a certain way as subjects regardless of their 
performance of self, or, in a way that demands a certain performance of self.  
 
Moreover, according to Probyn (2003, p. 298) we can be ‘hailed by different ideologies in different 
ways’, which describes how ‘subjectivities are differentially informed.’ We may have individual 
subjectivities, but our subjectivities also exist at different levels: as we have relationships not just with 
ourselves, but with all things that we encounter, and so we have multiple subjectivities in relation to all 
of those things, including collective and civic identities, and these too are always under construction. 
Thus, it should be possible to gain insights into the ongoing discursive construction of collective and civic 
identities in case study small-town contexts where claims for community are common in cinema place-
making projects.  
 
To understand the multi-scalar nature of these identity practices, it is critical to address the operation of 
power as productive. Foucault conceives of the productive work of power, and its work ‘bringing 
conditions, behaviours, and understandings into being’ (Acland 2003, p. 13). For Massey, ‘power’ is 
conceptualised in a way that resonates with the ideas of Foucault in terms of its circulation in a non-
hierarchical way within relational assemblages rather than residing with individuals. According to 
Foucault, ‘power is everywhere’, however, power cannot he ‘held’, rather it is understood to be 
produced ‘from one moment to the next, at every point, or rather in every relation from one point to 
another’ (1998, p. 93). As a relational process it can only exercised within social dynamics ‘through force 
relations which, by virtue of their inequality, constantly engenders states of power, but the latter are 
always local and unstable’ (Foucault 1998, p. 93). Therefore, the authority of discursive structures is 
always open to negotiation, challenge and transformation through ongoing relational processes of 
interaction and meaning-making. Massey (1994) evokes the concept of ‘power geometries’ to signal 
how constellations of trajectories that comprise space are uneven. Due to the asymmetrical dispersion 
of power and the context of lived experience, the outcome of each site of interaction is not 
predetermined but a site of potential disruption. 
 
Geographer Gill Valentine (2001, pp. 131) observes that community activism is often galvanised by 
conflicting interests over the utilisation of space. In circumstances like this, contested spaces can 
‘become symbols of common purpose … or community identity’ (2001, pp. 131-132). Massey 
conceptualises spatial campaigns, such as these, as attempts to control the usage of space by certain 
groups and to ‘make places’ that reflect their ideas and values (1995, p. 189). In the context of 
community cinema place-making projects, power is exercised to produce social and spatial meanings 
that support particular visions of the cinemas as universally and unquestioningly beneficial. Discourses 
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of the past, of health and of the politics of care for marginalized social groups are typically engaged in 
support of these meanings. But questions are raised about whose vision for the cinema is (re)produced, 
whose memories of the cinema are honoured, and who will hold the keys. Within the nebulous 
evocation of community exist connotations of mutual benefit, inclusiveness and accessibility.  
 
The work of geographer Ruth Liepins (2000a; 2000b) productively draws together the conceptual 
strands of spatiality, discourse, practice, structures and meaning to rethinking the notion of ‘community’ 
and the construction of shared collective identities. Liepins recuperates the concept of community by 
presenting a conceptual framework inspired by poststructuralist thinking. In graphic form (see Fig. 9), 
Liepins (2000a, p. 30) depicts the networked inter-relationships through which spatially and temporally 




Fig. 9 Liepins’ conceptual framework: community discourses 
 
Fig. 9 illustrates how Liepins (2000b, p. 327) conceptualizes people to be at the centre of a set of inter-
relationships with meanings, practices and spaces and structures, that together produces discourses of 
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community within a specific historic and geographic context.  
 
To infuse the concept of community with new and productive energies, Liepins (2000a) asserts that 
Young’s (1991) critique can be used fruitfully to reimagine ideas of community in ways that embrace 
heterogeneity. Liepins (2000b, pp. 326-328) emphasises ‘communities’ themselves as ‘dynamic social 
phenomena’, with a capacity for heterogeneity and occurring within contexts marked by uneven power 
relationships, Massey’s ‘power-geometries’ of space. Liepins suggests:  
 
“community” can be conceived as a social phenomena that unifies people in their ability 
to speak together even while being located in many positions and holding a variety of 
contrasting identities. It is possible, then, to imagine both unity and difference in 
“community” (2000a, p. 27).  
 
According to Murdoch, ‘while multiple sets of relations may well co-exist, there is likely to be some 
competition between these relations over the composition of particular spaces and places’ (2006, p. 20). 
There is, then, the potential for conflict within purposeful placemaking projects, including those that 
make claims to collective interest and investment. Dominant relational configurations can produce 
various effects including: the temporary stabilization of spatial meanings; the marginalization or 
exclusion of those who represent different or dissenting spatial meanings; and the subtle discursive 
coercion of others to conform to dominant discourses. As space is always being remade, this can be a 
productive process as, according to Murdoch, ‘struggles can lead to the need for spatial ‘openings’, new 
forms of spatial identity and new forms of spatial practice’ (2006, p. 18).  
 
In this chapter I argue that insights from cultural geography that cinema historians have not fully 
accommodated, despite cinema studies’ ‘spatial turn’, are especially productive when using fieldwork 
methods to understand how people-place inter-relations are expressed in cinema preservation 
campaigns. The reciprocal relations that shape and reshape subjectivities in and through cinemas places 
are central to the aims and objectives of this research. Cinema preservation and restoration activities 
can be understood as processes of place-making informed by sets of meanings, practice, spaces, 
structures and social worlds. The social worlds of the cinemas are conceptualised as ‘events’ or 
networks of inter-related spatial, social, cultural and embodied processes, through which individual and 
collective identities are mutually constituted. Poststructuralist approaches enable critical engagement 
with the political processes of cinema preservation.  Whose shared meanings of historic cinemas are 
made and remade? Who is imagined to belong in this cinema space?  Cinema restoration raises 
important questions of citizenship in the context of highly racialized, gendered and sexed histories of 
cinema-going in Australian country towns. 
 
In the following chapter, I outline the methodology for this project, and the ways in which I have chosen 













The constructivist insight … pertains to the meaning-producing technologies of the field, its 
methods and theories, its ways of telling stories … Ways of studying and representing 
things can have world-making effects (Puig de la Bellacasa 2011, p. 86).  
 
The aim of this chapter is to reflect on the methods that I used to explore participants’ ideas and 
experiences of historic country town cinemas. I discuss both the use of interviews and personal 
observation, and the decision to spend time staying in each case study location. I consider the value of 
an ethnographic approach to cinema studies, and the validity of memory narratives in relation to the 
theories of space and place discussed in the previous chapter. 
 
The chapter is structured in two sections. The first section asks the question: Why introduce 
ethnographic methods to cinema studies? The second section offers a discussion of academic rigour 
which reflects the notion that knowledge is always situated. Through reflections on research design and 
fieldwork experiences this section will offer insights into the application of poststructuralist feminist 
geographic methodologies in the context of cinema research. This section will include discussions of 
positionality, fluidity, and ethics. 
 
Hall (2003, p. 226) argues that, 'the past continues to speak to us... but it no longer addresses us as a 
simple, factual past, ...It is always constructed through memory, fantasy, narrative, myths'. Both 
geographers and oral historians of cinema memory have long recognized this as legitimate: ‘individual 
memories and fantasies became a legitimate domain of geographical analysis’ (Relph cited in Waitt et al. 
2000, p. 52).  
 
This is a project that relies heavily on the testimonies of its participants and is transformed by a post-
structuralist framework that sees everything as constructed. Thus, these stories that I collected during 
fieldwork become valuable examples of discursive construction of self, collective and cinema identities. 
As historian Marilyn Lake has written, ‘it is important that we understand the reasons for people’s 
investment in the past and the relationship between collective memory and contemporary identity’ 
(Lake 2006, p. 3). The question of narrative construction of experience and how the passage of time and 
fallibilities of memory operate in this sense are recognised as a methodological consideration in doing 
ethnographic research. There remains, however, a usefulness in the unreliable: if memory and myth are 
considered forms of narrative self-construction. This enables us to think of memory as fluid and 




To gain insights into how memory operates in relation to the construction of histories, it is instructive to 
consider these questions asked by Michael Frisch: ‘What happens to experience on the way to becoming 
memory? What happens to experience on the way to becoming history?’ (Frisch 1998, p. 33) In other 
words, what processes of mediation do our experiences undergo in the course of meaning-making? 
Frisch highlights the complex inter-relationship between recount and interpretation, ‘pure recall and 
reflective synthesis’ (1998 p. 35), as one way in which the processes of recall, reflection, interpretation 
and review combine in the narrative reconstruction of the past. Likewise, oral historian Allessandro 
Portelli claims that: ‘the unique and precious element which oral sources force upon the historian and 
which no other sources possess in equal measure is the speaker’s subjectivity’ (1998, p. 67). Given the 
aims and objectives of this research project a methodology which will provide insights into research 
participants’ subjectivities is a valuable one. It is important to recognise that these processes are subject 
to a circular relation of temporality that operates in complex ways. People do not conceive of their 
world in temporal isolation, but are aware of and influenced by events and experiences of the past, and 
conscious of what impact their decisions and actions will have in the future.  
 
Understandings of the standards of public discourse plays a role in shaping the interpretation and 
reconstruction of events and meanings. For example, the current climate of awareness and sympathy 
for heritage significance, which makes a discursive case for the historical importance of single-screen 
picture theatres, may encourage or enable the expression of an interest in cinema preservation that 
would have been unusual twenty years-ago. Therefore, remembrances, interpretations and evocations 
of the cinema in the past and imaginings of its future will reflect, whether in support, ambivalence or 
opposition, the present ascendant agenda of preservation. Cinema revitalisation campaigns commonly 
demonstrated the strategic utilisation of these heritage discourses. 
 
Cinema-going memories may refer to actual events or experiences, however, the process of organising 
these events into oral accounts narrativises the material - people are ‘telling stories’ about the cinemas, 
and about themselves. While the content may reveal new information about historic details – when the 
cinema was constructed, what films were shown – Portelli (1998, p. 67) says the ‘organization of the 
narrative reveals a great deal of the speakers’ relationships to their history’ an idea that is summed up in 
his observation that oral history ‘tells us less about events than about their meaning.’ Likewise, Denzin 
suggests ‘the interview functions as a narrative device which allows persons who are so inclined to tell 
stories about themselves’ (2001, p. 25). 
 
Cinema studies and the qualitative turn 
Qualitative methods are not new to cinema studies. According to Geraghty (2000), early feminist 
reception scholars utilised qualitative practices such as interviews. From the 1990s, feminist reception 
scholars such as Janet Staiger (1992; 2000; 2002) and Jackie Stacey (1994) applied these methodological 
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practices to produce audience-informed media histories. According to Schroder et al. (cited in 
Livingstone 2010, p. 3), ‘reception research methodology is predicated upon the qualitative research 
interview’. Kuhn, who herself has used a combination of surveys and oral history interviews terms this 
approach historical ethnography, or ‘ethno-history’, and applies the description to her own research 
(2002b, p. 6). Kuhn’s early ethno-histories maintained an interest in media texts in the memories of 
audiences (Kuhn 2002b). This approach recognized that audiences’ encounters with film (or television) 
are complex, specific and embodied everyday experiences – much of which cannot be represented 
effectively by the academic production of textual interpretations of films, even with the assistance of 
spectator theories. The embrace of such ethnographic principles in media studies by these scholars 
made a ‘commitment to qualitative research and to giving serious attention to informants’ accounts of 
their own worlds’ (Kuhn 2002b, p. 6).  Additionally, these ethnographic approaches and legitimation of 
lifeworlds concede that all knowledge is situated and introduce insights into the spatial dimensions of 
audience experiences. For example, feminist reception scholarship allowed researchers to observe the 
practices and spaces of reception in a way that identified their social, embodied and material aspects – 
and opened up the possibility of further insights into viewing contexts. 
 
It has likewise been found that semi-structured interviews offer a productive method to engage with the 
cultural memories of cinema places (Huggett 2002; Klenotic 2013; Kuhn 2002b). In turn, these narrative 
offer possibilities to better understand ‘the spatial politics within cinemas’ (Huggett & Bowles 2004, p. 
73). Hence qualitative ethnographic research has suggested insights into not only people’s historic 
relationships with cinema spaces but the role of the cinema in sustaining and challenging aged, 
gendered, classed and racialized norms. However, these insights have often been incidental, gleaned 
through tangential use of the spatial features of cinemas by researchers as prompts to provoke memory 
recall in research participants. Subsequent to Kuhn’s observations about ethnographic practices in 
cinema history research, a number of cinema-going histories have been produced using oral history 
interviews to access insights into the past through the lens of personal experience (Bowles 2011a, 
2011b; Huggett 2002; Huggett & Bowles 2004; Klenotic 2007; Manning 2016). 
 
Methodologies privileging participant interviews have been used to explore recent and contemporary 
experiences of cinemas and cinema-going, including this research (Aveyard 2011a, 2011b; Corbett 2008; 
Crowe 2007). Of particular relevance to this project is the cinema restoration research of Janna Jones 
(2003) who sets a precedent for the use of these tools in cinema research to explore the contemporary 
revitalization of historic cinemas. Jones’ research in the downtown precincts of cities of the American 
South combined participant observation with semi-structured participant interviews. A field-based 
approach that combines participant observation with semi-structured interviews offers much to the 
objectives of this research to explore the lived experiences and memories that are integral to making 




At their origin these qualitative methodological approaches to the meanings contained in the cinema 
represented text-centred thinking, in which the text was conceived as subject. Such approaches 
demonstrated ‘a strong faith in theory and an almost complete distrust of empiricism’ (Shiel 2001, p. 3). 
As discussed in chapter 3, in contrast, many cinema scholars (Allen 2006a; 2013, p. 33; Bordwell 1992; 
Jancovich, Faire & Stubbings 2003; Kuhn 2002a; Staiger 2002; Wasson & Acland 2011) eventually offered 
critiques of approaches favouring text-based meaning, shifting towards what influential cinema studies 
scholar Robert C. Allen has termed ‘the non-cinetextual’ (1990, p. 347).  
 
Non-cinetextual approaches to cinema have encouraged a turn to industry or the audience. Artefacts of 
popular culture and institutional records – for example, box office and distribution ledgers, fan 
magazines and promotional posters, are prominently used in research practice, drawing from these 
material records some tangible evidence of the experience of cinema. Cinema historians have noted 
that much can be learned from the ephemeral and transient experiences of cinema attendance 
conceived as an event. Nevertheless, this approach maintains a reliance on textual analysis and scholarly 
interpretation of primary material, an established standard of historical inquiry.  
 
What is new for cultural cinema scholars is a turn to lived experience (Bowles 2011a), and specifically 
memory (Kuhn 2002a; 2011), conceptualised as a narrative reconstruction of past experiences. This shift 
puts the reciprocal relationship between people and place at the centre of the cinema studies project 
and this theoretical and methodological shift enables researchers to consider everyday meanings and 
experiences of cinema-going. This has renewed a sense of the importance of empirical rather than 
theoretical research into the conditions and experiences of exhibition in the legitimation of the audience 
experience (for example, Allen 1996; Allen & Gomery 1985; Fuller 1996; Jancovich, Faire & Stubbings 
2003; Turner 1988).  
 
Within this disciplinary transition there exists an openness evident in the adoption of ethnography in 
cinema research in two ways. Firstly, this embrace of openness implies a valuing of interdisciplinarity, 
reflecting Toby Miller’s early call to expand the relevance of cinema studies by overcoming disciplinary 
insularity and incorporating ‘work that studies the screen, no matter what its institutional provenance’ 
(2001, p. 309). Secondly, openness can be identified in the renewed context for collaboration with 
research participants that makes ethnographic work a suitable choice. These positions resonate with 
arguments for conducting oral history interviews (Huggett 2002) and more broadly, the production of 
cinema life narratives. Such methods allow in-depth explorations of subjective and storied versions of 
past personal experiences and privilege the knowledge of participants as experts in the field. A fuller 
consideration of the adoption of these strategies will be discussed in more depth below in a discussion 
about methodological rigour.   
 
In summary, there remains room in the context of cinema research for further learning about fieldwork 
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research. Much can be gained from closer engagement with the sustained and nuanced debates that 
have been conducted by geographers about the ethics and practices employed in ethnographic 
methodologies. It is my argument that such an engagement contributes significantly to opening the field 
beyond the establishing foundational work of cinema histories and to extend the understanding of the 
spatial beyond the practices of qualitative GIS mapping. 
 
However, while cinema scholars are interested in fieldwork methods and have employed them in the 
pursuit of new kinds of empirical data in social and cultural cinema research, there remains a lack of 
discussion about methodological rigour in the cinema literature. Much can be learned from feminist 
geographers whose conversations re-thinking methodological practice in the social sciences have 
brought rigour to the fore of concerns on cultural geography. There has been minimal attention paid in 
cinema studies to this methodological literature, despite increasing attention to the spatiality of cinema, 
and the explicit concern to engage with particular aspects of spatial theory, particularly that of Massey 
(Allen 2006a; 2006b; Klenotic 2011) and to recognize the specificity of situated knowledges (Maltby 
2006; 2007). My research has drawn on methodological conversations happening within cultural 
geography at the time of the cultural turn. In what follows I discuss my methodological choices and 
experiences to help open-up conversations around methodological rigour in ethnographic cinema 
research.  
 
Academic Rigour: Research design and implementation 
I now discuss the ways in which qualitative methods already in use in some cinema research can align 
with the poststructuralist theoretical position that informs fieldwork in cultural geography. As a feminist 
researcher, I acknowledge that all knowledge is situated as well as shaped and often inspired by 
personal interest (Ramazonoglu & Holland 2002). The discussion will thus foreground insights into the 
role of the researcher in the production of knowledge. According to Finlay (2002, p. 209-210), 
‘examining how the researcher and intersubjective elements impinge on, and even transform, research, 
has been an important part of the evolution of qualitative research’ for over a century. According to 
Berg and Mansvelt (2000, p. 173), ‘knowledge does not…exist independently of the people who created 
it – knowledges are partial and geographically and temporally located’. This has enabled me to explore 
discourses of country town cinemas as processes through which meaning is partially produced rather 
than revealed, in ways that require me to reflect on my own role in that process.  
 
The performance of collaborative research undertaken in the field operates through reciprocal social 
relationships and the field must be acknowledged as a politicized social terrain (Moss 1999). Research 
findings are therefore produced in the dynamic context of unfolding interpersonal relationships within 
which participants negotiate their own objectives while performing varyingly within a politics of care. 
The knowledge produced by this research can be understood as an outcome of the inter-relational and 
meaning-making technologies which have constituted its performance. How knowledge is co-produced 
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will reflect the agendas of its participants to varying degrees. Crucially, consideration must be given to 
knowledge as power in this context noting that the conduct of relations between researchers and 
researched are central to achieving one of these agendas, the production of academic rigour.  
 
The aim of achieving rigour is fundamental to research project design to ensure trustworthiness of the 
research (Bradshaw & Stratford 2000, p. 46; Hay 2000). However, this framework necessitates a shift to 
new criteria, away from the objectives of quantitative research to appear neutral, objective and 
representative. Again, within methodological conversations of cultural geographers, deep 
considerations relating to the ethical and rigorous conduct of ethnographic fieldwork, with stresses on 
the key issues of integrity and accountability, provide strategies and standards which have much to offer 
purveyors of non-cinetextual cinema research. Academic integrity involves the priority of relational 
ethics in the conduct of fieldwork, and accountability refers to a researcher’s relationship to their peers. 
 
To foster rigour in qualitative research, geography scholars promote practices of critical reflexivity; 
literally ‘reflecting upon one’s self and one’s experiences’ (Falconer Al-Hini & Kawabata 2002, p. 104). 
For example, Baxter and Eyles (1997, p. 506) emphasise the value of reflective methodological practices, 
arguing that academic integrity can be strengthened through attention to responsibility, honesty and 
self-reflection in the research process. Moreover, Falconer Al-Hini and Kawabata suggest when ‘the 
researcher herself is an instrument of the research’, thoughtful reflection, self-criticism and change can 
be employed to improve the ‘process and outcome of methodologies’ (2002, p. 109).  
 
Therefore, in the interests of rigorous methodological process and outcomes, this section includes a 
critical reflection of my experiences in the field via an account of my attempts to negotiate social, 
political and power dynamics and context with academic integrity and accountability. With this aim, I 
will outline my positionality as a researcher, and as far as ethically possible, profile the research 
participants. This research is conceptualised as an ongoing and evolving process of exploration into a 
subject with which I have a fluid relationship. Research is always an ongoing reciprocal process between 
the researcher and the research; at the same time, I had certain objectives in mind arriving at the 
project and was guided by what I found conducting the fieldwork. My shifting positionality over time 
must be taken into account, as should the fluid evolution of the project aims and parameters.  
 
Critical reflexivity 
According to D’Silva et al. (2016, p. 96) ‘reflexive research involves interpretation and reflection’ so that 
one’s research choices and interpretive constructions are interrogated. Reflective insights can be 
recorded in research diaries (Dowling 2000, p. 28) or other research notes, considered in relation to the 
academic literature, and discussed with the interpretive community - supervisors, peers and participants 
(Baxter & Eyles 1997, p. 507). Suggested reflective questions include, ‘What are some of the power 




I kept research diaries throughout this research and used these to record copious research notes for the 
purposes of recording field observations, and to practice critical self-refection. I recorded thoughts and 
observations about participant interviews, researcher-participant relationships, interpersonal and power 
dynamics, potential analytical interpretations, ethical concerns, self-criticisms and potential responsive 
changes. Questions and observations recorded in the diaries were considered throughout the research 
process, discussed with project supervisors and workshopped in research seminars to consult members 
of the interpretive community. Critical self-reflection was practiced continuously - before, during and 
after the conduct of interviews. As the research diaries are extensive and messy, they are not included 
here, but important insights drawn from them are included in appropriate sections of this thesis. 
 
Feminist geographers have long claimed that knowledge is always situated (Berg & Mansvelt 2000; 
Haraway 1991; McDowell 1992; Rose 1997). McDowell (1992, p. 409) argues that researchers must also 
‘write this into our research practice.’ One of the strategies of reflexivity proposed by researchers as 
central to the practice of transparency is the provision of statements outlining the ‘positionality’ of 
those involved in the research. According to Cloke et al. (2004, p. 29), positionality comprises a 
researchers’ ‘backgrounds, attributes and values, as bound up with their own geographies (the sites, 
localities and networks of their own biographies) – in relation to the ‘position(alitie)s’ of those people 
and places under study.’ Positionality statements therefore provide understanding of the relevant 
relational positions between the researcher, research participants and the research subject.  
 
In terms of writing style, Berg and Mansvelt (2000, p. 168) suggest replacing third person with first 
person narrative as an important step in locating the researcher within the research. Third person 
narrative results in research appearing distanced, universal and impartial. First person narratives show 
research to be located, partial and of situated knowledge. In this thesis I have often used first person 
narrative to foreground my choices, actions or interpretations as situated. Moreover, the meta-narrative 
provided by the personal accounts that open this thesis are designed to foreground both transparency 
and reflexive practice in the reporting process as well as to situate me as the researcher within the 
research.  
 
It is not enough, however, to acknowledge how the researcher influences the research. It is also 
important to consider how the research is the outcome of an ongoing reciprocal process between the 
research and the researcher. My positionality statements below trace a profound shift in my 
relationship to the research subject over the course of the project. This supports Crang (2003, p. 497), 
who claims that researcher identities and projects are not stable but are, as much else is understood in 
the post-structuralist framework, in-process.  
 
As suggested by Moss (1999, p. 156) I complement these in-depth contemplations on my interests and 
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investments in this project with a simpler list of adjectives to describe my positionality as below. 
 
Positionality Statement 1: 2004, beginning of project 
I articulate my positionality in 2004 as: ‘A young, white, female, heterosexual, unemployed, student, 
married mother of one, who lives in the suburbs of Wollongong with her husband and young son, highly 
educated, having attained a Bachelors of Arts degree with honours, film lover, advocate of non-
mainstream film exhibition, volunteer director of a short film festival, historic cinema preservation 
activist, member of the Friends of the Regent Theatre (FORT)’. 
 
At the outset of this project I was positioned by my interests in film and place. I had an undergraduate 
degree in Screen Studies, at the completion of which I had established a small film festival for local 
producers. More recent employment included film education facilitation with a consortium of film and 
arts organisations. This role, located in an arthouse complex in the UK, had catalysed my curiosity in the 
function of cinemas as drawcards and gathering spaces. The concurrent incidence of multiple cinema 
preservation campaigns on my hometown of Wollongong further fuelled those musings. I was, 
moreover, personally emotionally invested in preservation of these hometown cinemas - the Kings and 
Regent Theatres - as the reminiscences which open this thesis suggest. I connected this emotional 
attachment to the cinema with my past experiences of both the ornate material features of the space 
and the social and cultural contexts of attendance. In reflection of these interests, my FORT activities 
included conducting and recording interviews at a: ‘Have your say day’ in the vestibule of the Regent 
Theatre where local people recounted their memories of the cinema.  
 
Although my focus had shifted from film texts to cinema spaces, I could not say that the films I saw in 
those cinemas were not integral parts of my experiences and memories – they were. But in the case of 
the Kings I had not attended as part of a cinema audience; rather I had experienced the auditorium as a 
young girl when the Kings was operating as a roller skating rink. Nonetheless, when I consider my 
motivations for active involvement in preservation campaigning they are not solely for the material 
preservation of the building but also include hopes that the space could continue to serve a cultural 
function. I saw the potential for integration of my interests in alternative exhibition and cinema 
preservation. I was at the time interested in engaging these film education experiences and models to 
build community engagement with non-commercial cinema exhibition in Australia. In the commercially 
outdated single-screen Regent Theatre, I saw potential for a community exhibition facility and my 
qualifications to manage it. 
 
My position in relation to the project at this time demonstrates strong correlations between my 
personal politics, interests and objectives and the initial research design. Far from being neutral about 
historic cinema preservation and restoration, I was an active advocate for, and within, such campaigns. 
Moreover, my objectives for undertaking research into cinema preservations included the potential 
64 
 
usefulness of research findings to future preservation campaigns and this was linked to the potential use 
of such cinemas for provision of film services and infrastructure. I held a conviction that public subsidy 
for such activities was appropriate on the basis that non-commercial engagement with cinema as a 
cultural form is culturally beneficial. Government subsidy for film production and distribution to foster a 
national film industry is accepted in Australia as beneficial for the nation. At the outset of the project my 
positionality was clearly aligned with conceptions of film as public good evident in contemporaneous 
government film exhibition programs for engagement with cinema at local scales, especially in 
nonmetropolitan areas. 
 
However, my positionality has shifted over the course of this project as has my perspective on cinema 
and cinema preservation campaigns. Throughout the research process and, possibly, because of my 
engagement with this research project, I developed a degree of dispassion towards both. Moreover, a 
general diminished interest in cinema reflects changing life stages and responsibilities, as outlined below 
in my Positionality Statement 2. Additionally, a commission to write a report for Wollongong City 
Council (WCC) on subsidised regional cinemas required me to consider government patronage of 
cinemas without bias through which I became more able to observe and consider my emotional 
investments critically. I did not propose Wollongong City Council purchase and operate the Regent 
Theatre as a cultural amenity. In reflection, it is possible that in concern at seeming biased, I 
overcorrected my position and allowed financial arguments undue weight in my assessment.  
 
My admiration for people who achieved their cinema preservation and communal cinema objectives 
remains. However, as I considered cinema preservation campaigns, I realized the personal and affective 
nature of place attachments. It is not important to me whether Tumut’s Montreal Theatre is preserved 
and restored as the Theatre plays no role in the constitution of my identity, although that has changed 
through the research process. Undoubtedly the Montreal Theatre does have significance to people who 
do have personal relationships with their cinemas. It means that I cannot assess the social and cultural 
value of a cinema without talking to people with everyday relationships with the cinema. This validates 
the theoretical approach of this research and highlights the value of subjective meaning to 
understanding cinema preservations.   
 
Positionality Statement 2, 2017, end of research project 
I am now: ‘A middle-aged, white, female, heterosexual, teacher in the tertiary sector, student, single, 
mother of three children, living in Wollongong, solely responsible for my children, one cat, one bunny, 
one duck and six chickens, highly educated, having attained a Bachelors of Arts degree with honours, 
astrologer, soccer Mum.’  
 
My attention is now primarily occupied by parental responsibilities, with paid work my other key 
concern. Having time and energy to complete this project is a challenge. The Regent Theatre, 
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Wollongong, has been preserved and is owned by an apostolic Church who present occasional concerts 
and film screenings. I have only attended a concert and no screenings. Thirroul’s Kings Theatre was 
preserved and converted into various multi-use spaces including the auditorium, modified with a 
floating floor which is used for occasional screenings and concerts. I have attended concerts there and 
also a wedding/reception, where the happy couple screened a film about their relationship and threw 
popcorn at their guests seated on the balcony. 
 
I have practised self-reflection regarding my positionality and consider that my changing personal 
experiences and attachments to both cinemas and local film cultures may influence my interpretation of 
cinema preservation campaigns and not-for-profit community cinemas. I also believe my bias has 
changed, primarily due to changes in my personal circumstances. Nonetheless, I came into this project 
with a predisposition towards both cinema preservation campaigns and the successful operation of non-
commercial exhibition activity. I no doubt had the pre-conditions of bias towards cinema screening and 
preservation activities at the outset of the project and this influenced the initial research design. 
 
Although I have stated my positionality, feminist researchers have pointed out that this process is 
limited as, according to Moss, ‘I cannot tell you everything about me’ (cited in Valentine 2002, p. 119). 
Similarly, Rose argues it is extremely difficult for researchers to fully place themselves in research, as 
one can never really even fully comprehend the ‘self’ (cited in Berg & Mansvelt 2000, p.168). I feel this is 
evident in my reflection. Why did I make the findings I did to WCC? Why have I not attended more 
screenings at the cinemas I fought to preserve? Nonetheless, here I seek to reflect on my changing 
position as an active element in this research.  
 
With this changing positionality in mind I now introduce the ways in which I conceived and pursued the 
fieldwork that is the core of this thesis.  
 
Field Trips and Participant Recruitment 
Hammersley and Atkinson (2007, p. 3) identify ethnographic research as an in-depth, unstructured, and 
lengthy observational and data-gathering engagement in the everyday lives of often a small group of 
people. Research often occurs ‘in the field’, in everyday contexts familiar to the participant rather than 
the researcher. One of the effects of the conduct of research in the field is the repositioning of the 
researcher as unfamiliar with the research subject, and the framing of research participants as ‘experts’. 
 
Ethnography requires building rapport with participants. In practical terms this ideal had to be balanced 
against the contours of my positionality which included significant parenting responsibilities; my eldest 
child was starting school and I was heavily pregnant – I was tiring and did not want to be away for 
unnecessarily extended periods. With the insights gleaned from supervisory consultation I decided a 
week’s stay in each location would enable me to immerse myself in the rhythms of the field location for 
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one full weekly cinema cycle, in acknowledgement that often non-profit regional cinemas operate only 
on weekends. 
 
I organized pre-arrival publicity through key cinema contacts and local media outlets in each case study 
location two to three weeks before each fieldtrip. Colour posters promoting my research and visit and 
featuring researcher photos and contact details were posted in the cinemas and other places in each 
town. In all four locations the local newspaper ran a story promoting my research and inviting people to 
contact me. In some cases, these reports included a photo. In Leeton, the local paper also conducted an 
interview with me during my stay and ran a second story about my visit during the fieldtrip. I already 
had contacts who were involved with the cinema restoration/operation in each place, but I hoped this 
promotional activity, especially the media coverage, would generate interest and support the 
recruitment of a diverse range of research participants. 
 
What I found was that although this pre-trip preparation helped to mentally prepare me for the field 
trips, it was not notably productive in terms of pre-arranging participant recruitment. Just two people 
across all four locations responded to the media coverage prior to my field trips, and none to the 
posters. However, this does not mean the pre-trip planning did not have value. In my conversations with 
people during the trips there were indications that the promotional material had awareness raising 
value which influenced people’s willingness to participate once I arrived in town and became available 
to speak to in person. Many eventual participants mentioned that they had registered my visit 
beforehand and that the introduction to my research had piqued their interest (Crowe, research diary 
2005). Evidently, they were engaged and willing enough, once reassured, to eventually become 
participants, however, they were not initially inspired to volunteer. This experience may be indicative of 
another issue relevant to participant recruitment – that the people in the pool of interest may not see 
themselves as having valuable knowledge. 
 
I do not fully understand the reasons for this, however, it is possible that one of the reasons few people 
actively volunteered includes a presumption that they didn’t have anything worthwhile to contribute. I 
base this analysis on comments made in interviews which suggest very few people felt their 
contributions would be helpful – even amongst people who are quite involved with the cinemas. It is 
possible that while discussion of the cinemas in a civic or local history context is common, the notion of 
university research about cinemas is unfamiliar. It is also possible that an assumption of knowledge 
about the cinemas would foreground historical, architectural or heritage considerations, and that 
research of this nature, which foregrounds everyday, personal experiences is less anticipated. Related to 
this, is the idea that research participants were unfamiliar with the notion that they could be considered 
experts. This is completely contrary to my own perspective, as the research design is focused on 




I arrived in each field location on a Friday or Saturday to begin the fieldtrip with attendance at a 
screening in the case study cinema. This provided a rich opportunity to conduct participant observation. 
To experience cinema-going in the case study theatres myself allowed me to observe both the theatre 
and its audience in a functional context. In all cases I watched cinema-goers arrive at the screening from 
within the foyer, speaking to ticket sellers, ushers and cinema-goers. In Leeton I watched the film from 
the projection box. In the other three case study cinemas I sat with the audience. In each case it was 
fascinating to observe the situated features of cinema operation. In Leeton the grandeur of the foyer 
and the ticket booth encouraged the imagination to time travel. In Tumut, a vintage sandwich board 
adorned with a clock face tells parents delivering children to the screening the expected finish time so 
that they know when to return for pickup. In both Leeton and Bingara the service of volunteer ushers 
formed a significant aspect of the experience. In Bingara, film screenings are projected onto a mobile 
screen that truncates the gloriously ornate auditorium, causing me some distress at what I perceived to 
be a desecration of the high-ceilinged space and of cinematic tradition. In Bowraville, the relatively 
smaller scale of the auditorium combined with the warm tones of the décor and soft lighting effect of 
wall mounted lamps endows the theatre with a cosy ambience. Not all these things could have been 
known without personal experience of the screenings in each location, or learned through less-
immersive means, such as reading local histories, or studying heritage listings. The field experience of 
the cinemas remains a crucial aspect of my understanding of them. 
 
However, it was my interactions with people, including cinema volunteers and cinema-goers, that 
formed the richest and most productive aspect of my attendance at screenings. The research participant 
recruitment process was more haphazard than was anticipated in the research plan. Importantly, my 
attendance at a screening provided me with an opportunity to meet audience members and to recruit 
potential research participants. As people queued to enter the auditorium in Leeton, they were 
introduced to me as a visiting researcher by the cinema manager, many of whom agreed to speak with 
me either that day or later in the week. Upstairs in the projection box, the volunteer projectionist gave 
me a behind-the-scenes tour and told me much about the history and operation of the Roxy Community 
Theatre. He promised to make the one introduction that in his view I really needed while I was in town, 
with Margaret Sands, an ex-President of the Roxy Community Theatre Management Committee, and to 
accompany me to supper at her home. In Tumut I watched a film with the audience and then met up 
with a volunteer usher after the screening and interviewed her in her car, parked outside the Theatre. In 
Bingara I chatted with volunteer ushers and conducted an interview on the front steps of the Roxy 
theatre.   
 
In practice, therefore, participants were recruited both through my presence in the cinema and because 
of the ‘snowball effect’ (Valentine 2005, p. 117). The people I met, in the cinema or elsewhere, 
sometimes recommended other potential participants to me. In qualitative research the sample is not 
intended to be representative because the researcher is no longer working within a positivist paradigm. 
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Instead, emphasis is on gaining rich insights into a particular cultural phenomenon so the sample need 
not be representative because the ‘emphasis is usually upon an analysis of meaning in specific contexts’ 
(Robinson cited in Bradshaw & Stratford 2000, p. 44-45). I hoped to speak to a range of people who 
could share the diversity of perspectives on the cinema in each town, but would also be alert to shared 
meanings of the cinemas. 
 
Therefore, the length of time spent conducting fieldwork in each case study location proved valuable, 
generating increased opportunities to meet with research participants. Many participants were 
unavailable for interview for several days after contact was initially made. For example, on my first 
fieldtrip, to Leeton, it was on the 4th and 5th days of my visit that I conducted the highest number of 
interviews. Wherever it was possible, I made arrangements to conduct interviews in the relevant 
cinemas. Where it was preferred, I visited people in their own homes, which may have had the desirable 
effect of shifting the power imbalance from the researcher to the research participant.   
 
Lastly, the lengthy field trips which afforded me plenty of unstructured time also demonstrated the 
value of the chance conversation. Additional to the conduct of arranged interviews, during my 5-7 day 
field trips I had many incidental conversations that included discussion of the cinemas. For example, 
when leaving Leeton, I had a conversation with the taxi driver which I discuss in chapter 8. This insight, 
which I stumbled across fortuitously in the last 30 minutes of my field trip to Leeton provides me 
valuable insights to the dominant discourses and broader sentiment of acceptance of, and even pride in, 
the Roxy that may exist amongst local people which my participant recruitment strategies did not 
capture. This was a eureka moment, one in the research process that brings delight to researchers – the 
feeling that you have captured something revealing. I consider this conversation, with someone who 
does not have a strong personal connection to the Roxy but whose voluntary, off the record comments 
made it clear he understands the theatre as having value to the town, to be one of the most telling of all 
the notes collected in my fieldwork.  
 
Lengthy immersion in the towns also provided opportunities to observe the social and civic context in 
which each theatre operates. In between interviews I spent time in secondary research and exploring 
the field location. I visited collections in local libraries and museums, and made copies of relevant 
papers where possible. I took photographs of the theatre interiors and exteriors, and often of other 
features of the town. I documented other theatres and prominent buildings and the street on which the 
theatres are located. I wished to record theatre in its streetscape, to be able to assess and demonstrate 
how prominent they are in relation to surrounding buildings and how central or otherwise to the town’s 
layout. I imagined these photographs would be useful to illustrate my research, and possibly also 
observations of research participants visually, in presentations and in this thesis.  
 
According to Clifford and Valentine (2003), it is likely that research aims and available resources drive 
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the sample size. I found this to be the case. As discussed, the available resources allowed me 
approximately a one week stay in each research context. Although I spent a lot of time chasing 
participants I achieved a good participant number in each case study location. I conducted a total of 96 
formal interviews with 100 consenting participants; four interviews were conducted with two people at 
the one time. One participant was the CEO of the NSW Film and Television Office (FTO) at the time, Jane 
Cruikshank. Two interviews were conducted in comparative NSW country towns where campaigns for 
restoration and re-establishment of theatres were ongoing. Therefore, ninety-three of the interviews 
were conducted within the four case study contexts as follows: eighteen interviews with nineteen 
people in Leeton; twenty-one interviews in Tumut; twenty-seven interviews with twenty-nine people in 
Bowraville, and; twenty-seven interviews in Bingara.  
 
Interestingly, as I have presented the data relating to each field trip in the order that field trips were 
undertaken, an upward trend in the number of interviews conducted on each trip is clear. It is likely that 
as I became more practiced in field work I both became both more relaxed and more effective at 
recruiting participants. This represents, on average, 3-4 interviews per day although, in fact, the number 
of interviews tended to increase on the latter days of the field trip, indicating more recruitment in the 
early days and conversion to participation in the latter days of each field visit. This presents a strong 
argument for lengthy immersive field trips to maximise recruitment conversion to participation. 
Additionally, another benefit of lengthy field trips is a lack of time pressure, equating to an ability to 
conduct unhurried interviews. The interviews range in length from approximately 6 minutes to over 2 
hours depending on who I was talking to. Very few interviews are shorter than 20 minutes and quite a 
few are longer than an hour. 
 
My research aims are also reflected in the sample size in that I was interested to learn both about 
individual, embodied experiences of the cinema and also any evidence of where these individual 
experiences had become shared discourses of collective meaning. Although each participant may be 
individually positioned, there may also be shared narratives about the cinemas and I sought to collect 
enough interviews in each research context to identify these shared narratives.  
 
All research participants were adults of at least 20 years of age and primarily of Anglo-Celtic ancestry. 
There was a close to even number of men and women participants in two locations and a greater 
number of women in the other two. Where recruitment operated through snowballing the gender 
division was even. In the two locations where volunteer ushers are used – many of them agreeing to 
participate – the gender division leans heavily towards women, reflecting the tendency of women to 
volunteer to or to be used in this role.  
 
I conducted face-to-face semi-structured interviews as the primary method to hear people’s accounts of 
their experiences and memories of the cinemas. As Hammersley and Atkinson (2007, p. 3) argue the 
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semi-structured interview allows people to speak rather than to impose ideas upon them. In the words 
of Flick (1998) ‘the interviewed subjects’ viewpoints are more likely to be expressed’ (Flick 1998, p. 76). 
Similarly, Valentine (1997, p. 110) suggests the semi-structured interview allows for a far wider ranging 
discussion. Finally, Bennet (2003, p. 151) claims that one of the benefits of interviewing, lies in their 
ability to provide deep insight into the complexity of unique experiences and expose differences and 
contradictions. For these reasons, according to Crang (2002, p. 649) semi-structured interviews 
constitute the most common form of qualitative method utilised in geography. Interviewing meets the 
objective of this research - to gain rich subjective insights into people’s ideas, their embodied 
experiences, feelings and memories, tensions and contradictions about the cinemas.  
 
Interviews were digitally recorded with a small handheld digital recorder. According to Dunn (2000, p. 
71) recording interviews can allow for a more natural conversational style, and allow the interviewer to 
be more attentive. This was my experience. In contrast to manual note-taking during the interviews I 
was able to be attentive in conversation with the participants. However, unfortunately, there were 
some technical problems with recording and parts of some interviews could not be deciphered, and 
more unfortunately two of the files were lost. This situation highlights the value of my field notes. Field 
notes regarding the interview situation were written up immediately after the research. Interviews were 
transcribed verbatim by a professional transcriber.  
 
It was quite common that participants were more comfortable both before and after the formal conduct 
of our recorded interview. On many occasions people would relax and tell very interesting stories while 
the recording device was not on. On a couple of occasions, I encouraged people to retell a particular 
story on the record, with mixed results. I would also like to consider these unrecorded stories as part of 
the general data collection made during the fieldwork period and I have recorded them in my research 
diary 
 
Reflections on interviews 
I have concerns that my questions led the interview discussions. I would like to know what people would 
have said without any preconceived notion of what I wanted to hear. Our conversations were already 
shaped by the project explanation, the provision of some sample questions prior to the interview, the 
questions themselves and our ‘positions’ as researcher and subject. 
 
Ethical considerations are paramount in the conduct of ethnographic research; sensitivity to issues of 
power is always relevant in the research context due to concerns about uneven power relationships 
between researchers and research participants. Academic rigour demands attention to ethical 
considerations relating to ‘matters of privacy, informed consent and harm’ (Dowling 2000, p. 26), and, 
sensitivity to cultural difference (Hammersley & Atkinson 1995). These issues correspond to concerns of 





Researchers agree that research should not expose participants to harm (Dowling 2000, p. 27), and 
further, claim that harm minimization is the responsibility of the researcher (Hammersley & Atkinson 
1995). This is particularly important in small rural communities where participants often know each 
other. Social dynamics common to country towns such as the case study locations in this project make 
privacy and confidentiality key concerns for this research. People in such social contexts are often 
familiar with each other, especially within an even smaller sub-group involved with community cinema 
restoration and operation activities. While sensitivity to issues of power are generally oriented towards 
uneven power relationships between researchers and research participants, it is also relevant to be 
attuned to power dynamics that can operate between research participants and for participants in their 
social context more generally (Riley & Harvey 2007).  
 
This is especially pertinent as the research uncovered tensions and conflict in each case study location. 
Apart from anonymity and confidentiality it is important that interview focus should not be unduly 
upsetting. In this research project, it was not anticipated that discussion undertaken in interviews would 
be uncomfortable for participants, or that they would be asked to disclose anything personally sensitive. 
Nonetheless, as these cinema sites have proven to be contested sites of belonging and exclusion, there 
were a few occasions when research participants did experience discomfort and all efforts were made to 
accommodate their needs and preferences with respect. As mentioned above, two interviews were 
unrecorded at the request of the research participants for reasons which involved cultural sensitivity 
and will be discussed in more detail below. In one other instance an interview was cut short when the 
research participant became distressed when recalling her husband’s illness and death.   
 
Less evident in the literature is attention to the unexpected finding that the researcher may also 
experience upset and discomfort in the field, as was my experience. This occurred in the context of 
interviews in which research participants voiced criticism of other people, some of whom were also 
research participants in this project. This criticism sometimes related to the research subject, and 
reflected disagreements or resentments relating to the cinemas. On other occasions it resembled local 
gossip or personal animosity, which was no less upsetting due to its negative affect. I felt uncomfortable 
during these interviews. I wanted to treat my participants with respect and gratitude for their 
involvement in my project, for sharing their time and their thoughts with me, and I did not want to risk 
complicity in denigration of other potential participants.  
 
Conveying personal beliefs or conflicts within the context of research interviews is understandable. 
Research participants are asked to share their personal experiences and these are of course subjective 
but can also be affective. Additionally, when a researcher enters the field they enter a politicized social 
terrain, and may encounter evidence of this in the form of disagreement or anger. Efforts may be made 
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to persuade the researcher of the participant’s particular perspective. This is potentially heightened as 
the researcher may be seen as providing the participant with a voice or validating their viewpoint 
through publication.  
 
I believe despite my inexperience I maintained a professionalism in the conduct of these interviews. I 
was not in pursuit of personal details and nor did I encourage discussion of the discordant topics. 
However, I had gone into the fieldwork with a conscious decision to conduct ‘open’ semi-structured 
interviews by asking open questions and allowing participants to talk about whatever they wanted to 
without leading the discussion. My status as an ‘inbetweener’ (Sultana 2007) neither an outsider or an 
insider - may have contributed to their confiding these uncomfortable interpersonal stories and opinions 
in our interviews. However, this may have been a short-term judgement on their behalf as they were 
confiding in someone with a microphone and recorder who had a declared intention to analyse the 
material collected. They did not know that my interests included articulations of community belonging 
and exclusion. However, the feeling of indebtedness to participants is deep. People welcomed me into 
their town and provided me with various forms of hospitality. Could I really take what they had told me 
and critique them? This has been the most challenging aspect of my research, figuring out how to 
honour both the research findings and aims, and my research participants.  
 
As a further ethical consideration, it is expected that researchers are careful not to exploit research 
participants (Hammersley & Atkinson 1995). Exploitation of research participants was handled during 
this research by careful monitoring of sensitive information. Consent was sought with the dual purpose 
of informing prospective research participants about the research and also their rights to withdraw at 
any time, including subsequent to the research being conducted. Furthermore, all efforts were made to 
respect the wishes of individual participants regarding the degree of their participation. For example, 
although participants gave consent for their full names to be published, anonymity is provided through 
the use of pseudonyms to identify some participants. If participants asked for a pseudonym to be used I 
generated culturally appropriate name randomly. Similarly, where a research participant did not 
specifically ask for a pseudonym and yet I felt the participant insights presented could potentially be 
problematic in a highly contested small-town context, I have made the decision to allocate pseudonyms 
myself. I remain mindful of the challenges of naming a person randomly, and the possibilities that my 
randomly selected pseudonym may be the real name of another resident in the town. However, the 
alternative was to provide anonymity to all participants through a system of numbered coding. I did try 
this, but felt that referring to participants by numbers exceedingly de-humanising. 
 
In other cases, there was a perceived risk of exploitation of research participants whose power in their 
social context was compromised by cultural factors. For example, the two participants who agreed to be 
interviewed, but asked that their interviews not be recorded shared memories that included 
experiences of race-driven mechanisms of exclusion and humiliation as cinema-goers. At one site, I 
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interviewed a migrant Australian who wanted to share their story of having food thrown at them by 
other members of the audience when they were a new Australian. I sensed it was important for them to 
tell their traumatic experience. This suggested to me that the participant was still suffering from their 
experience, and that they still experience a sense of isolation. In their case the theatre is not a symbol of 
belonging to the town, but one of not belonging. 
 
Of course, I conducted this interview unrecorded too – that was a simple requirement. More important 
was my role to receive the story – to be a gracious listener. It has been suggested (Huggett 2002) that 
participants ‘gift’ researchers with hospitality and stories, and in this case I also felt that I was able to 
offer the participant a gift in return – a compassionate ear, my time and willingness to hear, to ‘witness’ 
their trauma in retrospect. In this instance the ‘harm’ was done to the participant by other people a long 
time ago, and I would like to consider whether offering them the space to have their story heard has in 
some way mitigated that harm. Therefore, I feel it is important to report this story. 
 
These difficult situations have also caused me concern at the analysis stage. How to address them 
without causing ham to my research participants, who were talked about by others? This raises 
questions about how the self-presentations research participants made to me are (re)presented in 
research reporting. This issue was not discussed during fieldwork. In the absence of explicit explanation 
or promise, participants should feel confident that their accounts, and any other research-based 
observations, will be interpreted fairly and represented with integrity.  
 
What happens when research participants present conflicting accounts? All accounts should be 
approached with the same degree of respect accorded every other. People have different experiences 
and perspectives and all are valid. It may be sensible not to favour one account over another in the 
analysis. If most accounts reflect dominant discourses and an alternative perspective has been 
repressed, is it acceptable to then not give the repressed discourse a platform? This fieldwork was 
conducted with participants who operate within and perpetuate a dominant discourse. This hegemonic 
narrative is fairly benign and has aspirations of inclusivity, however, may in some instances function to 
mask a degree of exclusion. The participants are not malicious people. They are generous people whom 
I am indebted, and I appreciated their contributions. The methodological quandary is how to present 
conflicting views with fidelity without causing harm to research participants if in the interests of rigour, 
the contributions of a research partner may be interpreted or presented by the researcher in a way not 
foreseen by either at the time of the interview.  
 
My own subjectivity may have led participants to feel safe sharing their experiences of the cinema with 
me. As discussed above, my personal interest in campaigns diminished the more I looked at them 
however, I’m sure that participants rightly gleaned that I was broadly supportive of community cinemas. 





It is less commonly addressed, but nonetheless possible, that researchers may be exploited by research 
participants. This is a consequence of the power of the researcher in this based on their perceived 
authority and their very real power to interpret and represent the research findings. For example, in two 
case study locations, contestation over the cinemas was a significant aspect of interview content. In 
both cases, the weaker party – the party with less control over the cinema in each place - made power 
struggles a feature of our interview conversations. In each case, it is possible that our interview was 
seen by research participants as an opportunity to express discontent about other members of the 
cinema community. 
 
In this chapter I have explained my method, and why I think it’s appropriate. Now I am going to turn to 









How do you explain longing? How do you make that material? Make it real? How do you 
turn it into something you can share? (Rustichello’s Folly 2016) 
 
Cinema preservation activities may constitute a particular realm of political actions. The active social 
processes of place-making apparent in the context of a cinema preservation campaign intensifies 
debates around place-based connections. The work of restoration, as a moment of potential change in 
the social function, material or symbolic form within a small-town context, renegotiates more familiar 
spatial meanings of the cinema. This moment of change surfaces the emotional, embodied or symbolic 
connections through which cinema spaces and structures, and personal and collective identities are 
interwoven. The prospect of spatial change or loss may heighten and tighten the bonds between people 
and cinema spaces as buildings become re-constituted through the meanings that inform people’s 
desires for their retention. This chapter will consider how the prospect of loss may operate to mobilise 
the work of preservation. 
  
The cultural politics of loss at the mid-twentieth century demolition and decline of interwar cinema 
buildings as outlined in chapter 2, often mobilised the material preservation of historic artefacts such as 
buildings. Lowenthal claims that this response and mobilization is a relatively recent phenomenon, 
dating ‘the heritage crusade’ to the last quarter of the 20th Century (1998b; 2003). This aligns with the 
timeframe within which Thorne (1976) identifies the emergence of public interest in historic cinema 
infrastructure in Australia. Given their aesthetic excess and prominence, it is not surprising that as 
interest in material preservation began to emerge, attention focused on cinemas of the interwar period 
or those of similar glamour and architectural prominence. However, I argue a sole focus on the 
structural scale and architectural features of interwar cinemas, as provided by numerous scholars 
(Herzog 1981; Kracauer 1987; Marling 2001; Valentine 1994; Valerio & Friedman 1982) does not explain 
the impulse for restoration alone. While providing valuable insights into the architectural significance of 
theatres, this approach undervalues their social and symbolic values within the everyday. The design of 
the cinema provides only a partial explanation to the preservation impulse. In contrast, scholarly work 
that addresses cinema-going as a social practice often treats the built structure of cinemas (and drive 
ins) only as the backdrop to the performance of social identities (Athique 2013; Aveyard 2011a, 2011b; 
Bertrand 2006; Corbett 2008; Geraghty 2000; Huggett 2002; Huggett & Bowles 2004; Puwar 2007; 
Tomsic 2004).  
 
This chapter conceives the preservation impulse as a complex spatial phenomenon that can be more 
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fully analysed using an interdisciplinary approach that fuses memory narrative, ethnography, and a 
poststructural understanding of relationality as a spatial matter. When attention turns to the spatiality 
of why people seek to preserve cinemas, this brings into view the way subjectivities and collectives are 
co-constituted through the relationships that comprise place through embodied ‘sayings’ and ‘doings’; 
but also, the agency of the material fabric of cinemas, including the building, lights, signs, screens, seats 
and sound. Olsen suggests it is important to recognize ‘the agency of ‘things’ and material residues’ as 
‘objects themselves may propose histories’ (cited in DeSilvey & Edensor 2012, p. 472). Furthermore, a 
relational approach to thinking spatially about the preservation impulse upsets teleological 
understandings of time; enabling the possibility to think of how the past and present are folded into 
each other in the constitution of a place (see Massey 2005, p. 71).  
 
This section explores the notion that the preservation impulse is driven by anxieties about loss. It 
considers how the materiality and memories of interwar cinemas offer traces from an earlier time and 
therefore function as notable landmarks of material, social, cultural and industrial loss. This idea is the 
foundational concept informing The Cinema Project (2014), in which remnant historic cinema 
infrastructure is described as ‘scattered traces and fragments’ (2014, p. 101) generating a ‘ghostly 
presence’ (2014, p. 99). Although he does not pursue it, Christie suggests that Derrida’s notion of 
‘“hauntology” – the spectral presence of the past in the present’ may offer a relevant concept to explore 
abandoned cinemas in terms of their haunting appeal. As Davis puts it, hauntology refers to ‘that which 
is neither present not absent, neither dead, nor alive’ (2005, p. 373). 
 
The presence of the past: hauntings in the present absence 
There is traction in the idea that the retention of buildings can function to preserve history. The idea 
that ‘buildings remember’ is one that has been in circulation at least since James Joyce wrote Ulysses in 
1919 (Orley 2010). This is particularly resonant in the context of research into historic cinema 
preservation processes as, according to Lowenthal, ‘buildings are the chief catalyst of collective 
historical identity because they seem intrinsic to their surroundings and outlast most other relics’ (2003, 
p. 389). See for example this comment made by a campaigner lobbying to save The Fine Arts Cinema in 
Berkeley, California: ‘once the building is gone, the history only exists in photographs, in libraries and in 
the memories of the people who were there’ (Rowan 2003). Photographs, libraries and people’s 
memories might seem like appropriate containers for historical memory, however, this statement 
suggests they are inferior forms of historical retention, and that the materiality of the cinema should be 
retained as it is perceived to be comparatively more complete, solid or stable. However, geographer 
David Harvey reminds us that in the terms of relational space, ‘space is not a “container” but is 
something that is always dependent on the processes or substances that go into “making it up”’ (1996, 
p. 261).  
 
Closed, abandoned and even reused cinema spaces may potentially carry poignance because they are 
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no longer being remade in the excessive manner of their origins. Thorne, Tod and Cork (1996) confirm 
that, many single-screen cinemas had been demolished. Many of those that remain have been remade 
by new spatial practices and identities, through adaptive re-use. In NSW alone examples of new spatial 
identities for historic cinemas include a church (the Wollongong Regent), a gymnasium (the Princess 
Theatre, Woonona), a roller skating rink (the Thirroul Kings, now Anita’s Theatre), a nightclub (the 
Montreal in Tumut), a habadashery (the Bowraville Theatre), and storage facilities of many kinds 
including second hand electrical goods (the Bingara Roxy), unsold newspapers (Clifton Hall in Barraba) 
and motor vehicles (Junee Athenium). Scattered and fragmentary they may be, nonetheless, these 
remnant cinemas constitute a presence, a visible reminder of transience and the inevitability of change.  
 
As Edensor (2008, p. 313) observes that ‘the erasure of the past […] is usually only partial’, leaving traces 
‘in people, spaces, textures and things’ that can be experienced as hauntings. Bell, for example, claims 
that ‘places are personed … even when there is no one there’ (cited in Drozdzewski, De Nardi & 
Waterton 2016, p. 1). Garrett describes this process as one in which past users of a space ‘are made 
present through an imaginative “embodied exchange” with history’ (cited in DeSilvey & Edensor 2012, p. 
472). Massey (2005, p. 63) asks that we recognize the multiplicity of space: space ‘not as smooth surface 
but as the sphere of coexistence of a multiplicity of trajectories’ including various ‘elsewheres’ but also 
multiple pasts and open futures.  
 
This may partly explain the desire to preserve and restore historic cinemas, as these processes function 
to make what is absent (the past) more materially present. Jones’ description of her encounter with a 
preserved cinema demonstrates the capacity of restored historic cinemas to provide a liminal spatial 
experience where the past is accessibly present, offering her an experience of ‘time travel’ in which she 
finds pleasure (2001, pp. 372-382). Jones’ journey to the past occurs in her imagination, however, the 
past can also be recovered through processes of remembering and narrating as stories collected during 
my fieldwork will later show. Therefore, the closure, abandonment, or adaptive reuse of historic 
cinemas maintains material traces of the past, may contribute to people’s fascination with their ‘ghostly’ 
presence.  
 
This is echoed by this statement made by Paul, in Bowraville, who told me how he enjoyed the 
ambience of the restored Bowraville Theatre. I asked, “How does it make you feel?” He replied: 
 
Like being back in time, being there, you know, this fast world we live in, it’s a place where 
you think ‘this is good, this is just normal this is like life can be very simple but very nice.’  
 
I asked Colin, a relatively recently arrived resident, a seachanger to Bowraville, the same question, 
“When you walk through the doors, how does it make you feel?” He told me: 
 
I’m always impressed with the quality of the building and its style. It makes me proud that 
we actually did that [preserved the theatre] in Bowraville and when you sit in those chairs, 
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if you like watching some old movie, it’s sort of like you were a lot younger.  So, it’s sort of 
got a feel of ages to me. 
 
In contrast, threats to the ongoing materiality of historic cinemas, either through demolition or 
remaking of new spatial identities, can provoke an affective sensation of loss. 
 
There are many indications in the fieldwork interviews that spectres of loss operate in relation to the 
materiality of historic cinemas and their spatial contexts. For example, there were multiple mentions of 
loss, ghosts and life or death in relation to the potential closure or demolition of case study cinemas. 
This was especially the case in Tumut, where demolition rather than re-use was a potential outcome. 
The Montreal Theatre was possibly to be purchased by large supermarket chain Woolworths, who 
wanted to demolish the theatre and use the space as a car park. Something similar had already 
happened on the other side of Russell Street when rival supermarket Coles demolished existing 
buildings to construct a supermarket and carpark. In response to the proposed sale, Tumut residents 
mobilised to raise support and funds to purchase the Montreal themselves, with the objective to 
preserve it. One Tumut resident, Trina, who was an integral part of the initial grassroots action explains: 
 
The thought of it ever being painted beautiful bright blue and turned into a hardware 
store, or totally being demolished and turned into a carpark […] such a magnificent 
building that had been such an integral part of our history up until that point, how could 
we let that go? 
 
Here, it is the capability of the cinema building to materialise history that is being valued. Trina goes on 
to describe one of the notable historical events, “when the war was declared over there was lots of 
celebration and the town band actually went and played at the Montreal.” When asked what motivated 
people to instigate a campaign to save the Montreal, Joy, the Secretary of the Montreal Community 
Theatre Committee also evoked the materiality of the building, saying, “For myself it was the building.” 
When pressed as to explain why that is important to preserve she replied, “Well, I just don’t like to see 
old things go. I think a lot of things have gone in the past and we’ve regretted them cause once it’s gone, 
it’s gone. You can’t bring it back.”  
 
Other tropes of loss are more focused on the losses associated with the disruption of space itself. 
Marjorie, a long-term resident who had lived in Tumut for 50 years but was not herself a film-goer said, 
“Woolworths, or somebody, was interested; and when you look at what happened to the other side 
when Coles went in, and, you lost half the street?” Another long-term Tumut resident, Edna, who had 
lived in Tumut since 1937, lived across the street from the Montreal Theatre as a child, where her father 
was the town baker. She recalled many happy times there and one memorable night when her 4 year-
old sister disappeared and was eventually found “lying on her stomach looking under the curtain that 
they pulled across […] getting a free show.” The Montreal Theatre was at one stage part of the material 
fabric of her everyday life. When the issue of the Coles carpark was raised Edna recalled a conversation 




It [the Montreal] nearly didn’t make it, it nearly disappeared, car park bosses or something 
like that. My daughter was here, and I remember standing in the kitchen and she said 
“Mum, if we lose it …”, and I said, “We’re not going to lose it”, and she was very cynical. 
 
Whether they were frequent cinema-goers or not, and wherever they lived in relation to the Montreal 
Theatre, these stories demonstrate anxieties of anticipatory loss that would be felt in the event of the 
demolition of the Montreal building. Using the language of hauntology, participants discuss the 
potential absence within the spatial configuration of the streetscape in a way that suggests these 
changes are strongly personally felt. 
 
In Leeton, a similar fate faced the Roxy Theatre when a supermarket showed interest in purchasing the 
site in 1977. In contemplating the motivations for the grassroots activity which preserved the Roxy as a 
cinema, Margaret, who spent over fifteen years previous involvement with the Roxy Community Theatre 
Management Committee recalls:  
 
when we knew that Riverina Theatres (the then commercial owner-operators of the Roxy 
Theatre) were going to fail, there was a murmur around the town of what could be done, 
or how we could do it, and of course when they called for public donations everybody 
contributed because nobody wanted to lose it.  
 
Experts argue that the prominent spatial scale of historic cinemas in a country town setting is relevant to 
preservation motivations. For example, Thorne characterises theatres as ‘unique’ in their built contexts, 
‘the facade and the bulk of the building itself is quite striking … you know how important the cinema is 
in town, just because of the size of the building to the rest of the landscape’ (Murrumbidgee Irrigator 
2003, p. 5). I asked Trina, who was integral in the early grassroots actions that gathered into a campaign, 
how the closure of the Montreal Theatre affected the look and feel of Russell Street. She replied: 
 
Personally I feel it had a big impact on [Russell Street] because [the Montreal] is a very 
grand building, even though it’s, I don’t suppose you could probably call [the Montreal] 
attractive from the outside, it makes up a significant area because of the shop that is 
associated with it and also the haberdashery which was at the time owned by the same 
family the Learmonts.  … So, you felt like there was a hole it was hollow and empty and 
while it never actually got vandalised it just had that emptiness about it because there was 
nothing in the windows, there was no life in it, yeah it [the restored cinema] just makes 
you feel life.  
 
Trina concurs with Thorne’s hypothesis: the scale of the building makes its decline through closure 
notable, leaving the space feeling bereft and dead, in the terminology of hauntology that echo 
observations made above. Moreover, the position of a building can play a role. In Leeton, the position of 
the Roxy Theatre is significant, located as it is on a major intersection at the head of Leeton’s main 
street. Brian Aird, the Leeton Roxy Manager uses an interesting term when he reflects on the central 
position of the cinema within the spatial configuration of the townscape, he says, “it was in such a 
conspicuous place [the campaigners] didn’t want it to disassemble.” This choice of word indicates the 
cinema could come apart, piece by piece, and in its passive presentation, it almost suggests it could just 
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happen. How secure is the rest of the town going to feel if its largest, most prominently positioned 
building could just cease to be? 
 
In contrast to the discourse of loss, cinema preservation is often described in the opposing language of 
hauntology, that of life. For example, the quote in the paragraph above, “yeah it [the restored cinema] 
just makes you feel life.” This trope is repeated by several other participants in Tumut. For instance, Lisa, 
a member of the Montreal Community Theatre Committee, speaks about the restoration of the theatre 
as having brought life to the street it is on, saying:  
 
there were times when Russell Street would have had quite a few shops shut and been a 
bit of a ghost street really, and […] I think having a live building there, beautiful building as 
well, has reinvigorated it.  
 
Additionally, Joy, the then Secretary of the Montreal Community Theatre Committee also used language 
of death to explain how restoration of the Montreal changed the vibe they felt on the street: “I think it’s 
more vibrant now that something is a going concern, it doesn’t seem dead, that’s how I find it anyway.” 
Moreover, the association of life with the cinema as “a going concern” here evokes historical 
associations of the arrival of a cinema in town as a marker of prosperity and progress, a notion 
historically associated with the opening of a cinema within a small-town context (Leveridge 2010, p. 
386).  
 
Stories of the preserved cinemas representing life in their spatial contexts echo this memory of Leeton’s 
Roxy Theatre from the past. Here, Margaret reminisces about her experiences of going to the Roxy in 
the mid-1950s, painting a dynamic image of the Roxy corner as a thriving hub of culture and commerce: 
 
So, the Roxy was the only place really of entertainment, where it was all happening, and 
that section of the town with the monument, the Roxy, the Gardens ‘round the corner and 
the Cabaret dance hall over the road which was over the road quite opposite the Roxy. On 
a Saturday night that whole intersection was just full of young people going from one 
theatre to the dance, or whatever. And the buses came from Griffith and Narrandera to 
Leeton on a Saturday night… 
 
This reminiscence vividly conjures a scene from the past of lively space, filled with action and 
movement. The loss of vibrancy in a town’s civic spaces as regularly or busily embodied spaces can 
therefore affect sense of place by threatening the pace and scale of social connections through which 
spatial meanings are continually remade. 
 
Other stories from Tumut begin to unpack the loss of relational connections, meanings, entities and 
practices that come with a change in status. For example, in talking about the motivations for her 
involvement in the preservation campaign, Trina, who grew up in Tumut said, “at the time I was 
President of our local Tumut Performing Arts Society (TPAS), and it was a great concern for us, the 
potential to lose this magnificent building.” Again, the language of loss is used and is focused on the 
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cinema’s materiality, however, the context indicates that this participant is concerned for the loss of 
performance opportunities that the spatial configurations of the Montreal enable. The cultural practices 
made possible within cinema spaces are also nominated as issues of concern for people in media reports 
of cinema closures. This sentiment was echoed by Brian Aird, the then Manager of the Leeton Roxy 
Theatre who in 2005 had been in that position for 27 years. When asked what people’s motivations 
were to save the theatre, he said: 
 
I think they realised I’m going to lose something of value in the way of having somewhere 
to perform shows and also situations where they can go to the movies on the corner in 
town or whatever. 
 
The loss of cultural facilities catalyses concerns about cinema closures or demolition across all four case 
study sites. Media reports suggests that this is also the case in other locations. For example, in this 
interview, the president of the Friends of the Astor Association (FOTAA) discusses the uncertain fate of 
the historic Astor Theatre in Melbourne, demonstrating notable awareness and concern about the 
potential future absence of a cinema. She says, in the case of the Astor being ‘lost’, ‘there will be a vast 
outpouring of grief and, I expect, a fair bit of anger … In 50 years' time or 100 years' time, it will be very 
apparent - if we have no way of showing film - exactly what we've lost’ (Rintoul 2014). In media 
reporting of cinema closures, sales or demolition, the language of loss is also prominent. 
 
Some of the stories above are about the potential loss of the material building and others are about the 
loss of the function of the cinemas. Together, these findings demonstrate how discourses of loss express 
various forms of anxiety about the future created by spatial and social disruptions. In a further 
statement about loss, emotion and attachment in relation to Melbourne’s Astor Theatre, the FOTAA 
President provides insights into the conditions which support and stir the preservation impulse relating 
to the speed of change in certain places generally. She states:  
 
beyond the strong emotional attachment some people feel towards the Astor … there is 
also a wider community concern that "we are losing things that are deep and rich and 
beautiful, and we are losing them very quickly" (Rintoul 2014).  
 
It is this vague and yet urgent concern about loss that positions the closure, abandonment or demolition 
of historic cinemas within a more extensive cultural story of the anxieties produced by the inevitability, 
irreversibility and speed of cultural change. Around the turn of the new millennium, multiple 
researchers drew connections between the quickening pace of spatial and cultural disruption in a 
globalized context and various forms of social insecurity (Allon 2000; Bauman 2001; Harvey 1995; 
Morley 2001; Wheeler 1994). This has resonance in the context of this research in relation to discourses 
of regional decline that were prominent in Australia in the 1990s. These cited economic concerns due to 
industrial restructuring, uncontrollable circumstances including the incidence of drought, concerns 
about small-town sustainability in the context of a ‘youth-drain’ all leading to a conclusion that the heart 
was being ‘ripped out of country towns’ (Jopson 1999). In this context, empty or closing historic cinemas 
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can be perceived as highly visible symbols of social, cultural and industrial decline that re-emerge in the 
literature of social policy, and in policy itself. Social researcher Hugh McKay claims that most people 
experience spatial change such as produced by spatial changes to familiar places, such as demolition and 
development, as shocking (2005, p. 18, my emphasis). Thus, spatial transience and spatial fluidity 
produce a mirror-like result by causing unsettled affective impact, in turn, generating remedial policy 
attention. 
 
The intertwining of social, spatial and civic identities: spatial forms of belonging 
Such strong emotional responses can be explained by the relational approach to space, discussed in 
chapter 4, which sees spatial and social identities as mutually co-constituted. Probyn’s (2003) ‘spatial 
imperative of subjectivity’ understands the embodied and performative production of subjectivities as 
shaped by the particularities of spatial contexts. Thus, disruptions to spatial identities can be seen to 
cause disruptions to personal and collective identities, triggering social anxiety. Stubbings claims that 
demolition has the following effect on people: ‘residents of demolition areas often feel that their past is 
demolished along with the physical structures’ (2003 a, p. 281, emphasis in original). A reflection on the 
way subjectivities are materialized in the cinema buildings creates a closer weaving of the conceptual 
framework with the empirical material and provides further insights into what mobilises participants to 
do the work of cinema restoration. The spatial imperative of subjectivity through material cinema sites 
is a strong theme in the fieldwork findings, expressed through a variety of thematic tropes including that 
of belonging, community and ownership. 
 
In considering the reasons that people were mobilized to preserve the case study cinemas in both 
Leeton and Tumut, a number of responses revealed an understanding of a tight bonding between social 
identities and the spatial meanings of the cinemas. This is understood to be something that happens 
over a significant length of time. Trina says: “growing up in Tumut, the Montreal has always been a 
building within this community.” This quotation contains within it an understanding of the relational 
qualities of the social and the spatial. The following comment from the long-term manager of the Leeton 
goes even further, equating the spatial and social identities operating through the Roxy Theatre. Brian 
Aird says: “Well, I think firstly they didn’t want to see it [the Roxy Theatre] go because it [the cinema] 
had been a part of them for so long.” This quotation clearly indicates the reciprocal relationship 
between the social and the spatial and how the disruption to one (spatial) can cause disruption to the 
other (social). 
 
Moreover, when asked if heritage significance played a role in preservation impulses, Margaret 
dismisses this as a prospect, suggesting that it was not about heritage at all, but rather the intertwining 
of spatial and social identities and the significance of the Roxy in people’s memories. She said: 
I don’t know if it was so much the heritage of it [the Roxy Theatre] as much as the sense of 
belonging to it and the memories of that theatre that everyone in the community had 
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experienced. And the positioning of that theatre in the town. I don’t really know if heritage 
issues or heritage appreciation was a category in a lot of people’s daily lives at that stage.  
 
Margaret describes the motivations for preservation campaigners in the language of belonging, and the 
memories of shared spatial experiences. For Margaret, how the daily lives of people are embedded in 
the cinema trumps heritage in explaining the preservation impulse. What mobilises people to act is how 
their everyday lives are entwined within this cinema. According to Margaret, most Leeton residents do 
not simply feel a sense of attachment to the cinema, they ‘belong to it.’ What impact will any change in 
spatial meanings of the cinema have on the people whose identity and subjectivity are co-extensive with 
it in this way?  
 
It is important to notice that memory of embodied subjectivity in relation to cinemas plays a critical part 
in this affective dimension. Alison Blunt observes ‘the importance of memory in shaping imaginative and 
material geographies … but also the importance of space, place, and location in shaping memory’ (2003, 
p. 719). Historic cinemas are sites of memory for many people involved in cinema preservation 
campaigns. Moreover, these memories infuse the spatial meanings invoked by cinema preservation and 
place-making discourses. Harvey’s assertion that space is not a ‘container’ but rather, constantly being 
remade (1996, p. 261) concurs with one of Massey’s foundational concepts ‘space is always under 
construction’ and can therefore be understood as ‘a simultaneity of stories-so-far’ (2005, p. 9). The 
remembering and narrating of memories of the cinema can therefore be understood as an inter-
relational process of identity co-constitution of spatial and social identities. Therefore, places are not 
containers for memory, they are made by memories and other meanings. Moreover, this invokes Jones’ 
claim, that ‘memory makes us what we are’ (2011, p. 2). If those memories embodied in spaces and 
structures have strong meanings, the material places in which they are embedded will be important to 
people’s sense of subjective self.  
 
How memories and identities are materialised in cinemas is illustrated in the stories shared by 
participants. How cinemas are made through the retelling of narratives of sense of self in a country town 
hand shed light on what mobilised participants to do the work of preservation. For example, I asked 
Marie, a volunteer usher at the Montreal Community Theatre in Tumut, “Did coming to the theatre 
when you were young change the way you thought about yourself?” Marie answered:  
 
Of course, cause it’s your space, it’s you, it’s you going out you know you’re going for 
yourself you know you don’t have to go there and run your business or whatever you just 
go there because you want to be there and it gives you, it takes you back in time.  You feel 
things that have in the past and I think that does that to a lot of people. 
 
Likewise, when asked, ‘Did coming to the theatre when you were young change the way you thought 
about yourself?’ Phillipa, a volunteer usher at the Montreal Community Theatre in Tumut, answered:  
 
I suppose it’s had more of an impact on now because of my memories of when I was 
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young. That’s probably why I do it now [volunteer] … I suppose the theatre is something 
that I choose, it’s something that I like … no one else really comes into it because I do this 
for me, you know. It’s not about coming because of my kids, or coming because my friends 
are here and there’s a specific show, I come as part of what I like. 
 
This participant’s experiences of the cinema as a young person are present and materialised in the 
cinema and clearly mobilise her to do volunteer ushering work, one of the most common ways that 
people can participate in the restoration and ongoing non-profit operation of historic cinemas that have 
been preserved as community cinemas in NSW. Volunteer ushers are used in three of the four case 
study cinemas in this research, Tumut, Bingara and Bowraville and the role of volunteer ushering in 
constructions of ‘community’ will be discussed in chapter 8. This story is relevant here for its insights 
into how memories materialised in the cinema building mobilise this person to practice conservation 
work through her contribution to the ongoing viability of the Montreal Community Theatre and the 
restoration of past exhibition practices.  
 
Memory of past meanings of cinema presence further animate the discussion of cinema as a collectively 
owned cultural property associated with a town’s sense of prosperity. Ownership was closely related to 
the trope of belonging in participants’ cinema restoration narratives. Ownership has a longer presence 
in discourses of small-town cinemas. Clearly, once collectivized, the cinemas are jointly owned, and are 
often referred to as such. For example, while it appears that the most intense experiences of belonging 
are experienced by those with an active investment in the cinema’s success, variations on the 
observation, ‘the cinema is now owned by everyone’ are often asserted in Tumut.  
 
However, fieldwork interviews reveal that an affective sense of ownership of small-town cinemas can 
pre-date grassroots preservation campaigns. The best example of this is a story told to me by Lorna, a 
Leeton resident who in her youth worked as a cleaner at the Roxy Theatre. Lorna told me how she had 
pride in her work, and recalled the following event: 
 
Actually, when I was up there [at the Roxy Theatre] one day and it was quiet I noticed 
around the bolster in the top storey was all coming away, like the velvet on it, so I 
thought, I’ll go home and get some wool the same colour as that and I’ll darn all these. So, 
I did. I was up there on my own. I was fiddling around and darning away and the next thing 
I hear, ‘What are you doing?’ I thought oh my god who's that and I looked around and I 
said, ‘Excuse me sir, but can I ask you what are you doing here?’ He said, ‘I happen to 
bloody own the place.’  I said, ‘Would you be Mr Conson?’ He said, ‘Yeah, what are doing?’  
I said, ‘If you can come over here closer I’ll show you what I’m doing, see that, that’s got a 
breakage in the velvet there, so, I’ve got my own wool that I brought from home and I’m 
darning it.’ And he said, ‘Well, you’re doing a damn good job, it’s nice to see people care 
about the place.’  But he frightened me because there was not supposed to be anybody in 
the theatre. 
 
Firstly, the act of darning the bolster with her own wool from home demonstrates a practice of care for 
the cinema far beyond that required by Lorna’s cleaning role. This was recognised and commented upon 
by Mr Conson, as the story was picked up again after a little bit more conversation. Lorna continued: 
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“He said, ‘It’s great to see somebody care. I’ve never seen anybody do this to someone else’s property.’ I 
said, ‘It’s not anyone else’s property it’s our property. It’s the Roxy Theatre and everybody in Leeton 
owns it.’” Clearly this was not a statement of proprietorial fact. It was many years before the Leeton 
Roxy was purchased under collective ownership. Rather, it is an observation about the significance and 
strength of the inter-relationship between the cinema and the people in its orbit.  Long before legal 
collective ownership of the land title of the property, the relationships the comprised the cinema 
created a collective sense of belonging conveyed as ownership. I interpret this to be a form of spatial 
belonging, but additionally, the inclusion of others in the reference to ‘everyone’ indicates that it also 
contains an aspiration to social belonging. 
 
Likewise, this statement by a member of the Montreal Theatre’s Management Committee, suggests that 
the processes of preservation, restoration, not-for-profit operation and shared ownership may 
strengthen the sense of spatial belonging. Here, Lisa offers a reflection of her experience of the mutual 
co-constitution of personal, collective and spatial identities produced through her work as a volunteer at 
the Montreal Theatre:  
 
When I’m on my own, at night, when you turn the lights on in the theatre I feel pretty 
special. I think it is you, it’s part of you, part of the community, it’s also part of you and 
you’ve helped to make that exist as well... 
 
In this statement, Lisa’s conflation of self, community, and cinema, contains clear indications of both 
social and spatial belonging and an awareness of the multi-directional flow of identity constitution. This 
frequent invocation of belonging, and its association with memory, is not unproblematic, however. The 
remainder of this chapter will address concerns around preservation as a backward -looking expression 
of retreat to fixed spatial and social identities characterized by nostalgia. 
 
Nostalgic place-making: preservation as retreat to security 
Multiple scholars have concluded that when faced with increasing experiences of spatial change, people 
commonly respond by seeking forms of social security in place. Therefore, anxiety about the socially 
destabilising effects of spatial change can stimulate desire for restoration of the past through spatial 
preservation. Moreover, the recovery of social and spatial security is conceived as a process of looking 
back to recover that which is perceived to be lost. Cultural theorist Fiona Allon (2000, pp. 275-276) 
identifies how the destabilisation of the ‘inevitability of belonging in a stable and determined topos’ can 
result in ‘a compensatory and nostalgic ‘place-building’ and an attempt to affirm the meanings and 
memories that are perceived to be threatened and soon to be lost’. Therefore, it is likely that this rate of 
accelerated change is connected to the emergence of a preservation movement in the latter quarter of 
the twentieth century as identified by Lowenthal (2003).  
 
Historic cinema preservation campaigns may therefore be understood as attempts to produce spatial 
security in response to anxieties latent on the discourses of loss. The following comment was made by a 
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research participant in response to a question about the impact of the cinema being run non-
commercially. It reveals how the valuing practices of the cinema do not revolve around its profitability, 
but rather are about it offers a point of ongoing security in the spatial configuration of Tumut’s built and 
cultural landscapes. Phillipa said “that’s the beauty of it. It’s not a money making (thing), it’s there as 
part of the furniture of Tumut.” The retention of a landmark theatre through preservation activities thus 
functions to maintain a sense of spatial security.  
 
Scholars investigating the effects of spatial disruption conclude that experiences and feelings of spatial 
insecurity also produce the desire for social security, often conceived of in terms of community. 
Subsequently, in response to the prospect and the fear of change, ‘in an increasingly insecure world, 
people search for safety in ideas of community’ (Bauman cited in Morley 2001, p. 431). Cinema 
preservation projects produce individual, collective and civic identities which are bound up with spatial 
meanings of the cinemas. The fieldwork stories shared in this chapter indicate that these meanings 
include constructions of individual and collective belonging, usually expressed through constructions of 
‘community’. This is most obviously evident in the place-making practice of naming, by which in each of 
the case studies the cinemas preserved through collective purchase are called ‘community cinemas’, and 
bolstered by non-profit operational practices characterised by practices of volunteering. Additionally, 
this aligns with the conceptual framework provided by geographer Ruth Liepins (2000b), who argues for 
a relational and spatial understanding of community that includes a similar understanding to that 
operating in the spatial imperative of subjectivity: that communities make places, and places make 
communities (see Fig. 9). 
 
However, the invocation of community as a response to change has been critiqued as narrow, 
backward looking and even dangerous. For example, in exploring the connections between ideas 
of mobility and identity media scholar David Morley that the desire for ‘belonging’ is a regressive 
form of ‘reactionary nostalgia’ (2001, p. 441) and that people often use patterns of spatial 
experience to ‘fix in place their sense of identity’ (2001, p. 427) and retreat into regressive forms 
of closure (2001, p. 431). Moreover, the invocation of place in this process of retreat in response 
to change is described by Massey as conservative, one which invokes ideas of place as ‘coherent, 
integrated as authentic, as “home”’ (2005, p. 6). The following chapter will consider concerns 






Origin, nostalgia and pride stories in preservation practice 
 
 
‘[R]elics of time help us both to know the past and to bend it to our own uses’ (Lowenthal 
1998b, p. xv). 
 
Massey insists on the open-ended nature of space and time, and asserts that by enabling new social 
processes, triggered by bringing together distinct temporalities, space is not about unfolding of ‘already 
established identities’, but rather is identity constitution as interaction and process (2005, p. 71). In this 
chapter I extend the discussion of belonging and the search for security to consider the ways in which 
cinema preservation campaigns tangle with ideas of origin, nostalgia and pride, that may impact on 
these experiences of belonging and community. 
 
Memory landscapes are maintained with purpose (Mitchell 2003). It is also then pertinent to consider 
what purpose is served by the restoration of historic cinemas as markers of memory. Preservation place-
making is described as an attempt to ‘fix’ place and to recover a sense of belonging which extends in the 
social realm as constructions of community. The perception of stasis in the remaking of spatial and 
social identities is critiqued as a nostalgic and backward-looking reaction to processes of spatial and 
social disruption. This chapter analyses examples of preservation place-making to consider how 
practices of cinema preservation and restoration operate in the case studies to consider whether they 
produce fixed or open spatial meanings. 
 




Origin narratives about how the cinemas came to be built, and by whom, are commonly recirculated 
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through discourses of preservation and restoration. These origin stories are revived along with efforts to 
restore the cinemas.  
 
The Tumut Montreal Theatre, for example, is closely associate with Tumut resident John Learmont, who 
built the Theatre. The Learmonts are remembered vividly and widely in relation to the cinema and its 
history. That he continued with construction of the cinema after the onset of the Depression is widely 
remembered in Tumut as a discharge of community duty. Even as a newcomer to Tumut, Janelle was 
able to tell me the story of how the Montreal was built despite the onset of the Depression: 
 
The Montreal was developed by Mr Learmont and, you know, that Montreal is the spelling 
of Learmont, an anagram, of him acting as landowner, developer and engaging these two 
architects [Karberry and Chard]. The timing of it exactly met the Depression. And he kept 
the workers on and completed the building. So, there was honour and deliverance you 
know just for the manliness of that. But then of course the cinema was prized, and it was 
one of the few recreations that people then would save for or make allocation for if they 
possibly could. 
 
This characterisation of the cinema as something built ‘for the people’ despite its personal cost to the 
owner, sits well with its recent history, functioning to provide contemporary cinema discourses of 
community with a certain precedence and therefore legitimacy.  
 
In Bingara, the story of the construction of the Roxy by Greek immigrants has been embraced by Gwydir 
Shire Council and others as an important part of its heritage value, and is the subject of a book (Prineas 
2011). As the story goes, the Roxy Theatre was the vision of a Greek migrant who envisioned a grand 
complex for the small-town of Bingara and after delays the Roxy Complex was built at great cost. 
However, Bingara already had a cinema, The Regent, which was operated by an Anglo-Australian. Thus 
came the era of the Bingara ‘cinema wars’, won by The Regent, some speculate due to racial intolerance 
which was made part of the warring rhetoric by the proprietor of The Regent (Prineas 2017). This story 
has come to be remembered nostalgically amongst the Kytheran and Bingara ‘communities’ told by both 
Prineas (2017) and Cork (1998). The Roxy Theatre website tells us: 
 
The story of The Roxy is not just about the venue; the bricks and mortar. It is not just 
about the striking art deco architecture or its historical significance. It’s a story of big 
ideas, of dreams and visions against all odds. It’s a story of heartbreak and ultimately 
triumph (The Roxy Theatre & Greek Café 2017). 
 
The café attached to the Roxy has recently been restored at a cost of over $1million as an example of 
one of the ‘Greek cafes of Australia’ which is its own heritage category. This origin story has been an 
important to the restoration of both parts of the Roxy complex, the cinema and the café. 
 
Nostalgia stories 
Historically, nostalgia has been understood as a psychological condition caused by loss or displacement, 
typically associated with ideas of ‘home’ (Boym 2001; Routledge 2006), and as Wheeler notes, with 
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ideas of ‘place’ (1994, p. 95). Boym works with the notion of nostalgia as ‘a longing for a home that no 
longer exists or has never existed’ (2001, p. xiii). In a consideration of nostalgia as a condition of 
postmodernity, Wheeler proposes: ‘Contemporary nostalgia is a symptom of the desire to return to a 
non-alienated condition, understood as something we have left behind us in the past’ (1994, p. 97). 
Routledge traces historical shifts in meaning from clinical diagnoses of nostalgia as a psychological 
condition to a more generalized understanding of nostalgia as a ‘sentimental longing for the past’ (2006, 
p. 976). Following Routledge, ‘home’ can be variably understood as a familiar and secure context and 
may represent one’s past experiences which extend beyond the domestic realm to include experiences 
of significant others, important events and ‘specific settings’ (2006, p. 976). Moreover, in the context of 
this research into place-making projects of community spaces, I take on board Wheeler’s point that 
nostalgia can be understood as ‘a culturally significant expression of popular desire’ (1994, p. 94) which 
‘may seem like a desire for what was but it is better understood as the desire for collective 
identifications’ (1994, p. 106). Whereas Routledge understands nostalgia as referring to a ‘personally 
experienced past’ (2006, p. 976), Wheeler insists that:  
 
in nostalgia it is not simply our own pasts which constitute this imaginary realm, but also 
those fragments of our culture which in some way articulate the identity we experience 
ourselves as being […] a significant feature of nostalgia is its sharedness (1994, p. 98).  
 
In this chapter I address several critiques of nostalgia and consider whether nostalgia relates solely to 
the past or if it can be seen as grounded in the present and looking to the future. As Wheeler insists, 
‘nostalgic experience is imaginary and culturally constituted’ (1994, p. 97). Thus, I explore how nostalgia 
is expressed in discourses of preservation and restoration of the case study cinemas to assess charges of 
heritage preservation as reactionary place-making and exclusive social identification. 
 
Nostalgia has been subject to several critiques and is generally invoked as a form of dismissal. Moreover, 
many of the critiques of place-making and other recovery activities that seek to reactivate the past have 
been framed in negative terms as effects of nostalgia. Firstly, critics have concerns about essentialism. 
Instances of preservation may be an attempt to ‘fix’ a place and identities by reference to the past. For 
example, Massey acknowledges that the retreat to security in a sense of place involves ‘fixing’ the 
identity of that place, which is an essentialist tendency. Massey concedes that such projects can 
produce the sought sense of stability, however, she also cautions against the problems involved in 
essentialist forms of place-making, including ‘introverted obsessions with “heritage”’ (1994, p. 151). 
There are numerous examples of heritage nostalgia in each of the case study cinemas from plaques 
commemorating listings to restoration practices marked by awareness to the retention or restoration of 
heritage features. For example, Noel, a Bowraville Arts Council (BAC) member who described the 
process of restoration recalled: 
 
The house lights were all reglazed by a local glazier and artist […] and she duplicated the 
original shades, the art deco shades, and then she got her students to make the shades in 
glass that is practically identical to the original colours and it just gives a wonderful warm 
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glow to the house as you see. And so, they’re in keeping with the, I think the term was 
rural art deco decoration policy. I think it was a very simple version of art deco as applied 
to public houses for the country in the late 1930s or 40s. So, that really helped with the 
restoration, we didn’t have to duplicate baroque overdecoration and lots of gilt and that 
sort of thing. 
 
To an extent the restoration practices were committed to heritage reproduction, and Noel does explain 
that the building is listed with the Heritage Commission of NSW. However, Noel also notes some of the 
changes that were made to the theatre during the restoration to suit both official requirements and also 
the needs of BAC members as they saw them. For example, a wheelchair stage was added to the back of 
the auditorium to accommodate five wheelchairs in the audience. Additionally, the number of seats in 
the auditorium was reduced from 418 to 286. Further, in the restoration of the foyer the material 
configurations of the space were altered to allow a café instead of a milk bar. As Noel explains, “we 
wanted something a little bit different.” 
 
Secondly, some critiques emphasise claims that nostalgia is imaginary or looks back to an imaginary 
past. These speak to concerns embedded in the debate about the nature of nostalgia itself. Stewart 
(1993, p. 24) argues that nostalgia is ‘the desire for desire’, a longing that cannot be satisfied for a never 
existent past utopia. This, she argues, is problematic because it ‘discredits the present’, preventing 
people from engaging with their lives as they are and instead locating ‘authenticity’ in the past (Stewart 
1993, p. 139). Moreover, both Wheeler (1994, p. 98) and Boym (2001, p. xiii) agree that nostalgia reifies 
fantasy, but also consider nostalgia itself to be a form of longing for belonging.  
 
Thirdly, concerns are raised about what Wheeler calls the ‘absence of critical facility’ (1994, p. 97) 
contained within nostalgia. Boym addresses similar arguments in her acknowledgement that critics see 
nostalgia as ‘an abdication of personal responsibility, a guilt-free homecoming, an ethical and aesthetic 
failure (2001, xiv). In this sense nostalgia is thought to heighten the affect of pride in a problematic way. 
Nostalgia does not require that difficult conversations be had, that truthful reflections take place about 
issues for which shame or guilt might be more appropriate responses. Probyn (2005) has addressed how 
pride operates to close the possibility of connection and represses its corollary emotion, shame. In 
contrast, the emotional experience of shame can be seen as productive, as in Probyn’s assessment, the 
experience of shame can trigger processes of self re-evaluation, while pride leaves no room for the 
uncertainties that would fuel such critique (2005, p. 78). Waitt, Figueroa and McGee (2007) explore how 
the emotions of pride and shame may operate to catalyse disruption within power geometries. They 
state, ‘the feeling body may shake discursive structures, making possible alternative formations of 
power’ (2007, p. 252). Further, the authors propose that feelings of pride and shame can function to 
either close or open what they call ‘moral gateways’, which ‘have the power to contract or expand the 
horizons of subjects in their connections with others (Waitt, Figueroa & McGee 2007, p. 255). Feelings of 




Lastly, Morley (2005, p. 441) characterizes the longing for belonging inherent in the quest to reassert 
conditions of community as a form of ‘reactionary nostalgia’ and cites concerns about tendencies 
toward ‘boundary maintenance’ and exclusion of difference (2001, p. 432). These concerns do have 
relevance to practices of property management of a space owned by the community and will be tested 
in chapter 9. Here I address scholarship that has argued for the recuperation of the notion of nostalgia. 
 
According to Wheeler, critiques of nostalgia that deplore sentiment, conservatism and ‘the absence of 
critical facility may be done but, where it is done without serious attention to the power of the social 
desire thus expressed, it will be done without critical effect’ (1994, p. 97). These critiques may ignore 
the recuperative and productive effects of nostalgia that assist with present self-evaluations and 
responses to contextual change. Critiques of nostalgia may not account for the desire to create spatial 
order through seemingly stable spatial organizations of the past, in ways that might allow reflections 
about less than ideal pasts, or preferred futures. 
 
This recuperative capacity of nostalgia in the way that people think about cinemas enables a 
reconfiguration of specific understandings of self through the building in relation to a particular 
understanding of the past. Think of the Tumut resident remembering herself in the Bluebird café with 
sixpence to spend, and looking down at the sloping floor the way she did as a child; the Leeton resident 
in that bustling Saturday night crowd on the Roxy corner, and how she must know her past self through 
that image; those who recalled their early courtships, some of which transformed into lifelong 
partnerships, some of which didn’t, all of which become part of who they understand themselves to be. 
The experience of the volunteer usher in Tumut recounted above, when she says, “I suppose it’s had 
more of an impact on now because of my memories of when I was young. That’s probably why I do it 
now (volunteer)” provides another good example of this. Her present identity and practices are 
processed and produced partially through memories of her memories experiences of the cinema.  
 
Wheeler argues that, ‘nostalgia both returns us to the affective images of the place (or places) in which 
we think we have been, immediately present to ourselves in experience […] and also connects us to 
other subjects’ (1994, p. 98). Moreover, she says that it is not the past itself that is nostalgic, but ‘the 
affect we experience in the present from a collection of images’ (1994, p. 98, emphasis in original). You 
can see this in these stories, the pleasure possible in the memory of oneself at another time, and how it 
relates to the knowledge of self in the present; once someone who dates, fell in love, paraded during 
outings with friends, sat in contemplation and excitement in a special place. Taking this perspective, it is 
possible to see interwar cinemas with their curtains, ushers, architectural flourishes, sloping floors, 
chewing gum(!), generic texts and courtships as a set of shared cultural symbols involving grandeur and 
fantasy in all their material, social and textual relations. In this way, people reconfigure themselves in 
and through the material, affective and discursive relationships that comprise the cinema, in recognized 




Moreover, these interpersonal renegotiations may produce experiences of shared belonging, to the 
present, through the past. In her analysis, Wheeler continues that nostalgia functions through 
‘sharedness’: ‘in nostalgia, it is not simply our own pasts which constitute this imaginary realm, but also 
those fragments of our culture which in some way articulate with the identity we experience ourselves 
as being’ (1994, p. 98). Think again of the curtains, the ushers, now also think of the full house, the 
intermission, the lit awnings, the big screen, sitting with strangers in the dark, dressing for the occasion. 
As the nostalgic memory is shared, says Wheeler, then they become a ‘means by which the subjects 
overcome their experience of alienation and loss’ (1994, p. 99). Therefore, if the materiality and 
practices of the cinema are understood as collectively valued, engaging with those could produce shared 
cultural identities and a sense of belonging. 
 
Likewise, Boym also stages something of a recovery in her assessment of nostalgia, conceding that 
nostalgia is not necessarily backward-looking, that it can also be prospective, stating, ‘fantasies of the 
past determined by needs of the present have a direct impact on realities of the future (2001, p. xvi). 
Even Massey, despite her concerns about essentialism and fixity concedes that nostalgia can act as ‘a 
basis for the mobilization of emancipatory political change’ (2000, p. 52). In the same vein, nostalgia 
could be conceived as a form of affect, an intensity of feeling strong enough to enhance ‘the ability of 
the body and mind alike to act’, what Nigel Thrift calls ‘a push in the world’ (2004, pp. 62-64). In this 
conceptualisation, nostalgia is about creating new futures in which the needs of the subject are 
addressed. The notion that nostalgia as a motivator for positive future-oriented change is supported by 
Huggett, who furthers the notion proposed by Battaglia that nostalgia can be ‘practical’. That is, that 
rather than an evasion of the past, nostalgia can ‘facilitate a critique of the present by using the past to 
highlight the problems of the present’ (Huggett 2002, p. 261).  
 
Lastly, Blunt also explores the idea of ‘productive nostalgia’, which enables people to produce new 
embodied meanings and practices rather than fantasies and are ‘oriented towards the future as well as 
towards the past’ (2003, p. 719). Additionally, for Massey, a desire for place-based identity can be 
productive if it is based not in ‘an introverted, inward-looking history’ but rather, through an 
‘”extroverted” sense of place’ where the place identity is produced through the sum of its linkages to 
elsewhere’ (cited in Morley 2005, p. 441).  
 
Nostalgia operates at several levels within fieldwork conversations about the case study cinemas. Firstly, 
nostalgia is identified by some participants themselves as a factor operating in people’s motivations to 
preserve the case study cinemas. For example, David, the Tumut Montreal projectionist felt that 
nostalgia played a role in the strength of people’s support for the preservation campaign. When asked 




I can’t speak for everybody but it was nostalgia maybe, asking people (about it) you could 
see nostalgia was there. “I grew up in Tumut and that’s where I met my boyfriend”, or, 
“My boyfriend took me”, that’s the comments I was reading in the local paper.  
 
Indeed, courtship and romance feature in some of the stories produced within fieldwork. When I asked 
Sam what his memories of the Roxy are, the first thing he told me was, “It’s where I met my wife.” 
However, he became more nostalgic as he went on to describe the underage ‘blue-light’ discos that 
were held at the Roxy Theatre in Leeton in the 1980s. Sam recalled, “they were school discos and they’d 
invite all schools in town and it was huge all the kids from everywhere would be there,” he recalled, 
“and that’s my most fond memory, getting dressed up to go to the disco.”   
 
The role of nostalgia in the appeal of the Montreal Theatre also became explicitly acknowledged when I 
asked Phillipa, a volunteer usher, a general question about how important she thinks it is to have a 
cinema in town. Phillipa replied, “I don’t know whether I’d put a brand-new cinema here, but maybe I 
would, but I think it’s really important because of the history, the nostalgia of the theatre.” Although 
Phillipa has multiple reasons she values the cinema, interestingly the cultural provision of cinema 
screenings is regarded as unimportant to the degree that she might not even replace the Montreal with 
a new cinema. Seemingly, she cites the age of the theatre itself as the reason for its significance and 
value.  
 
It even becomes possible to observe the operation of something like nostalgia by proxy. When 
discussing the way that memories of the Montreal Theatre circulate in Tumut and how they might have 
influenced people to become motivated to preserve it, newcomer to Tumut Janelle raises reasons of 
nostalgia and belonging. She muses: 
 
some of those first activist you know volunteers were the children of locals, people that 
are properly called locals, and their Mums and Dads had of course courted and had that 
first half of the 20th century cinema experience. Some of the even older ones had of 
course gone there for the newsreels and so would have gone to the cinema three times in 
a week and had that kind of walking out experience, and so on.  And then, I’ve heard those 
people talk about the interval being, it was a very important part of social life, to create 
conversation, to meet your beau and that sort of thing. 
 
Janelle clearly indicates that having a long history of experience with the Montreal Theatre, feeling 
familiar over time and through frequency of attendance has contributed to practices of valuing 
expressed through preservation. 
 
Fieldwork interviews also generated a collection of memories of cinema attendance that reference 
engagement with a nostalgic, rather than presently operational, appreciation of cinema-going. Trina, 
who was an early instigator of the Montreal preservation campaign, was reminiscing about cinema-
going as a child when she mentioned how important it was to her, having spending money to go to the 
Bluebird Café across the road as part of the outing, “the memories of the café part of the cinema are 
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just as strong.” I asked Trina how she felt when she went back into the theatre after spending 
intermission in the café and she recalls what she terms ‘fond memories’: 
 
as a youngster I don’t know that you really take that much notice of the building itself. I 
must say now though, at the age that I am, the building holds many, many fond memories 
for me, and so you know, as a child I remember, the sloping floor is something I’ve always 
remembered. And the other thing that just comes to mind, and as a Committee we talked 
often about trying to remove all the chewing gum on the floor, because if you stand 
upstairs, if you stand in the upstairs area and look down, you can see all of the chewing 
gum on the ground and it’s not recent chewing gum. It’s like 100 years, not 100 years, it’s 
only been there since 1931, but 60 years, 70 years worth of chewing gum is there.  
 
These stories contain different forms of nostalgic remembering. Firstly, Trina notes herself that the ritual 
treat of the trip to the café is “just as strong” as those of the cinema. Next, Trina draws attention to the 
fact that her awareness of her appreciation of the cinema has developed over time. She locates the 
source of her ‘fond memories’ about the café and the sloping floor in childhood experiences. It is clear 
that nostalgia is not necessarily the product of major life experiences, but can be something as banal as 
discarded food. These stories demonstrate how, amongst other things, memories are emplaced, and 
how the very materiality of the cinema such as in the sloping floor, can be a trigger for self-reflection.  
 




Further to the notion that buildings remember, philosopher Alain de Botton (2006, p. 10) introduces the 
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idea that built structures thus function as witness to our lives. This notion is well demonstrated by a 
theatre production staged at and written about the Tumut Montreal Theatre. In June 2006, more than 
twelve months after conducting fieldwork there, I returned to Tumut to attend a Tumut Performing Arts 
Society production staged at the Montreal Theatre. The production, If these walls could talk, positions 
the theatre as an active agent, who in anthropomorphized form, reminisces about numerous historical 
events presented as significant at a variety of spatial scales but always including events relevant to 
Tumut, and, also, to the Montreal Theatre itself.  
 
Written by local people, the script has the theatre narrate a series of notable events in Tumut history, in 
which the Montreal Theatre acts as the spatial locus for the series of historical events. The production 
presents nine distinct segments, each representing a decade beginning in the 1920s when the Montreal 
was built, until the 2000s. Each segment recounts a series of historical events, ranging in scale from the 
local to the national, the international and beyond.  each one weaving in some detail about the 
Montreal Theatre. For example, the 1920s segment presents: ‘Montreal built’, ‘Opening Parliament 
House’, ‘Dame Nellie Melba’ and ‘Vegemite / Aeroplane Jelly’ (Beruter, Jeffrey & Wallace McGrath, If 
these walls could talk, act 1, scene 1). The 1940s presents: ‘Land Army Girls, ‘World War II ends’, ‘Variety 
nights Theatre’ and ‘Holden motorcar’ (Beruter, Jeffrey & Wallace McGrath, If these walls could talk, act 
1, scene 3). 
 
The events are presented in the form of reminiscence, and the theatre itself functions as the narrator. In 
the opening scene, pulsing lights signify that the theatre itself has a pulse, it is alive.  Therefore, the 
theatre is gifted its own ‘voice’, performed by a female actor – throughout the theatre is referred to as 
‘she’. ‘She’ witnesses events and while many other agents of remembrance come and go, she remains, 
and she remembers them. She then recounts these events to the younger generations of Tumut 
residents so that her reminiscences can become shared memories. In this way, the production illustrates 
the idea that buildings can function as a ‘guardian of identity’ (de Botton 2006, p. 11) as it presents 
accounts of the experiences of those sitting in the audience back to them and offers insights into spatial, 
civic and collective identities.  
 
This conceptualization of the inter-relationship between place, time and identity from Massey can help 
us to think about the performance of ITWCT in a spatialised way: 
 
the spatial, in its role of bringing distinct temporalities into new configurations sets off 
new social processes. This emphasizes the nature of narratives (memory as narrative), of 
time itself, as being not about the unfolding of some internalised story (some already 
established identities) … but about interaction and the process of constitution of identities. 
Therefore, memory is not fixed, it is part of the process of narrative reconstruction of the 
past through which meanings of the present are asserted and the ongoing construction 
and maintenance of identities occurs (2005, p. 71).  
 
In one sense, the production features and structure of ITWCT reflects a relational notion of space as it 
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sits in relation to multiple ‘elsewheres’, multiple pasts and multiple social actors. In another, it produces 
a typical structuralist representation of history, time and place – place as a slice through time. 
Moreover, in the insecure yearnings for security, the Montreal Theatre remains stable while all other 
points in the story about it come in and out of the frame. The theatre is presented as female as, explains 
Trina, she’s “nurturing”, she “brings the community together” and “wants to look after them”.  
 
Therefore, although there is potential to conceive of the production of If these walls could talk 
constitutes an ‘introverted, in-ward looking history’. However, upon closer analysis of the production, 
the production could also be considered to constitute an ‘”extroverted” sense of place’ (Massey, cited in 
Morley 2005, p. 441).  
 
Community cinema discourses and the politics of pride  
This extroversion connects to the ways in which feelings of pride in a cinema are not restricted to 
community cinemas preserved and operated through grassroots actions. According to Leveridge, the 
existence of a cinema within small-town contexts has historically generated feelings of pride (2010). 
Moreover, the ongoing commercial success of an historic cinema can be cause for pride. For example, 
the general manager of the Somerville Theatre in Massacusetts, USA says of the theatre, ‘we are proud 
of the place and think it is special’ (Melnick & Fuchs 2004, p. 34). Similarly, discourses of pride were 
significant in both official and lay discourses relating to the preserved historic cinemas in all four case 
studies undertaken. For example, I asked Brian McKellar, the Director of Environmental and Community 
Services at Leeton Shire Council, “what do you think the social impact has been of having retained the 
theatre?”  Brian replied, “It certainly had a community pride effect.” In Bowraville, Paul, a participant 
who had been involved in the Bowraville Arts Committee in the initial stages of the preservation push, 
but is no longer, was talking about some of the social struggles facing Bowraville, given that it is an old 
mission town, and had been placed in the top 5% of disadvantaged communities in the 2000 Vinson 
Report. Paul claims that the publication of the Vinson Report was dispiriting for Bowraville people, and 
connected feelings of pride in the restoration of the theatre with an improvement in the collective sense 
of identity: 
 
I just believe in the basis of life you know you treat human beings with respect and that 
and give them respect basically they’ll give it back to you.  I mean that’s what this theatre 
does just its, you’re proud of it, Bowraville is very proud of it.  Some people might never 
go there but they’re still proud of it and that helps in a way you know because then they 
tell other people about it, they go on their way and on they go.  So, it’s just been a very, 
very positive thing for the town. 
 
I asked, “when you walk through those cinema doors how does it make you feel?” Paul replied, “bottom 
line proud.” 
 
Likewise, I asked Alex, who is the volunteer programmer for the Bowraville Theatre, what she thought 




there was a comment specifically made by the manager of the Sydney Film Festival last 
year when we screened it in October who said she was impressed by the pride that all the 
volunteers had in the theatre and she said it just had a different atmosphere to a 
commercial enterprise.   So that was interesting. 
 
When I asked Trina, a cinema preservation campaign instigator, if she felt a sense of responsibility for 
the theatre, she replied:  
 
It’s very much a sense of that responsibility but it’s also an incredible sense of pride of 
how far we have come, what we’ve managed to achieve and the sense that it’s been done 
as a whole community, this whole community makes the Montreal possible and it only 
continues to be possible because they continue to support it. 
 
As Probyn (2005) notes, pride is powerful emotive force in mobilizing people into action. Yet, Probyn 
(2005) also encourages us to reflect on the politics of pride. The discourse of community pride in cinema 
restoration offers little possibility for reflection. As evidenced in the above quotation from Trina, there is 
an element of strategic coercion in the final part of her statement, demonstrating use of ‘the whole’ and 
the concept of community to appeal ‘our’ people for support. The claim to pride is useful in claiming a 
right of a particular group to take up the place of the cinema through the cultural work of restoration for 
the community.  
 
On the one hand this quotation indicates that it may be the collective commitment to a project, the 
cinema restoration campaign itself, rather than the material site of the cinema or the social experience 
of cinema-going, which generates the strongest identifications and feelings of community. On the other 
hand, it suggests that discourses of community and pride have a capacity to conceal dissent through 
hegemonic containment—there is no alternative position available except outright rejection of the 
concept of community. As Raymond Williams observed of the term ‘community’; ‘…unlike all other 
terms of social organization (state, nation, society, etc.) it seems never to be used unfavourably, and 
never to be given any positive opposing or distinguishing term’ (Williams cited in Watt 1991, p. 56). Is it 
not possible that there are local people who do not feel pride in relation to the Montreal? Or who 
oppose the allocation of resources to the cinema? Meryl, a Tumut Shire Councillor who I went to for an 
alternative viewpoint that favours the provision of roads rather than cultural assets, chose not to be 
drawn on the issue. Meryl closed our short discussion by saying “we’re all very proud of it.” Despite 
Meryl’s previously stated opposition to the dedication of funds to the Montreal restoration, she chose 
instead to make an articulation of shared pride.  
 
Further, contestations and challenges to dominant constructions of community in cinema restoration 
projects are explored in chapter 9.  
 
This chapter has focused on the discursive practicalities of cinema renovation campaigns, from the 




These findings demonstrate the persistence of discourses and perceptions of spatial fixedness and 
stability, what Massey (2005, p. 65) calls the ‘ordinary notions’ of space which underpin ‘the material 
enforcement of certain ways of organizing space’ as these operate in preservation and restoration 
contexts. This may, in turn, contribute to a related sense of, or desire for, stability in self and collective 
identities which, when challenged by encounters with material transience, cause heightened and often 
shared affective responses. The findings in this chapter demonstrate a mix of nostalgic and future-
oriented place-making in their production of new spatial meanings and practices. The following chapter 





Social and spatial belonging: claims and constructions of 
‘community’ in cinema restorations 
Fig. 10 Grand Lake Theatre opening souvenir program epilogue 
 
Origin stories, nostalgic references and claims of civic pride all present an impression of community that 
requires us to think carefully about questions of power. Whose stories are given circulation, precedence, 
validation, and form discursive structures? How does power operate in relation to acceptability and 
normativity? In the context of grassroots and Council-driven campaigns to restore historic cinemas that 
constitute the case studies in this research, I heard many claims that the cinemas should and have been 
preserved ‘for the community’. During the interviews I deliberately withheld my interest in the function 
of the case study cinemas to community from participants. Would participants engage with discourses 
of community unprompted? Given the designation of the cinemas themselves, I was not surprised that 
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the word itself was commonly used. However, I was also aware that discursive ideals of community 
were indirectly expressed to me. In this chapter I consider how the narrative politics of cinema 
restoration generates preferred discourses of community that may operate to exclude as well as 
include. 
 
The Regional Cinema Program (RCP) proposed social and cultural benefits for community, in a 
timeframe marked otherwise by contexts of economic decline and uncertainty. This raises questions 
about how historic cinema preservation campaigns captured the attention and support of government 
policy-makers at all levels. What resources can be mustered to retain different versions of the past? 
What versions of history and spatial meanings are supported by policy and funding decisions? The 
positive construction of regional cinemas as places of community significance has been invoked 
strategically by cinema preservation campaigners and others including representatives of government 
and policymakers (Maddox 2000; Ritchie 1996; Smith 2001a; 2001b). Through these associations, 
lobbyists and policymakers have effectively built a case for the material and operational restoration of 
otherwise industrially, technological and commercially outdated historic regional cinemas. 
 
Bauman (2001, p. 1) observes that narratives about community are usually loaded with positive 
connotations. Additionally, according to Massey ‘in the context of a world that is, indeed, increasingly 
interconnected the notion of place (usually evoked as ‘local place’) has come to have totemic resonance’ 
(Massey 2005, p. 5). Geographers Massey (1991, p. 28) and Harvey (1996, pp. 310-311) note that 
‘community' and ‘place' are two concepts that are constantly intertwined in highly complicated ways. 
This is because, according to Massey, community does not occur ‘on the head of a pin' (Massey, 1984). 
Rather, within a relational conceptualisation of space, places and spaces are implicated in the 
articulation of community. According to Liepins, ‘”communities” may not be primarily identified 
according to their coincidence with particular places, although this has often been the case’ (2000a, p. 
27). Cinemas found in Australian country towns are obvious examples of places deeply implicated in the 
politics of community, and offer means to explore the mechanisms of this process. 
 
Liepins (2000b, pp. 327-328) insists that material markers of ‘community’ are socially produced through 
sets of inter-relations between people, meanings, practices and places. Moreover, according to Popke 
(2003, pp. 310-311) like space, community is also fluid, never constituted but always in formation, so 
that is possible to speak of ‘community-in-progress’. Within this framework it is then possible to 
consider community in terms of its production within ongoing social processes of cinema placemaking 
and remaking. Liepins asserts that placemaking occurs within temporally and locationally specific social 
terrains of unequal power relationships (2000a, p. 30), recalling Massey’s (1994, p. 3) ‘power-
geometries’ of space. As differing interests unfold within uneven relational social networks, ‘some 
alignments come to dominate, at least for a period of time, while others come to be dominated’ 
(Murdoch 2006, p. 20). Thus, the strategic re-imagining of historical spatial meanings amounts to a 
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‘politics of memory’ within which certain memories are circulated and given privileged attention in 
discourses of community and cinema place-making, and others are marginalized or silenced. This 
chapter will focus on privileged memories and discourses of cinema and chapter 9 will consider those 
that have been marginalised.  
 
This chapter explores appeals to and constructions of ‘community’ in cinema provision, preservation and 
restoration contexts and identifies some primary themes operating in articulations of belonging. 
 
Official representation of cinema restorations as ‘community’ spaces 
This section addresses claims and constructions of community operating in relation to the case study 
cinemas, and cinema preservation discourses more broadly. 
 
In making claims for the benefit of cinema for community, cinema preservation discourses reproduce 
historic constructions of cinema as inclusive and beneficial spaces. Historical constructions of cinemas as 
contributing to the ‘public good’ were fostered by early cinema promotional and programming 
operations (Leveridge 2010). Cinemas were actively constructed as important and positive entities in 
their local contexts; welcoming to all, and central to civic identities from very early on in the history of 
permanent cinema exhibition (see for example Fig. 10). This was especially the case in small-town 
contexts (Leveridge 2010). This argument accords with Sedgwick’s (2000, p. 19) characterisation of 
cinema as a ‘public good’: ‘by improving the general quality and availability of entertainment at a low 
admission cost, contributed positively to the stock of social well-being.’ Moreover, it aligns with popular 
cultural planning discourses circulating in Australia in the 1990s as discussed in chapter 2 (see for 
example, Florida 2002; Hawkes 2001; Mills & Brown 2004).  
 
Constructions of cinema as beneficial to community health and well-being were central to the provision 
of official support for cinema provision in regional NSW and echoed within official RCP regional cinema 
discourses. An RCP consultant argues that contemporary regional cinema projects succeed in their social 
aims by ‘going back to the sense of community that a cinema can generate’ (Maddox 2000). The report 
writer emphasizes that, ‘a cinema […] can do an enormous amount to bring a strong sense of identity to 
a community’ particularly in a country town context (Maddox 2000). Regional cinema provision is even 
credited with improving health itself. For example, a favoured RCP narrative is that of Nundle where 
cinema activity was initiated by the local Area Health Nurse. The RCO observed that this project 
provided ‘a significant focus for rebuilding community spirit’ and ‘most importantly […] established for 
the first time a link between cinema and community health’ (Smith 2001, p. 51).  
 
The argument appears effective: in late 2004 the RCP received a NSW Premier’s Public Sector Award 
(Bronze)—in the ‘Services to Rural NSW’ category—over projects from the Ambulance Service of NSW, 
the Far West Area Health Service and WorkCover NSW (NSW Film and Television Office 2004). The 
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establishment of a moral equivalence between cinema and these health-based agencies is significant. 
The Regional Cinema Officer (RCO) explains, 'cultural activities, such as cinema, have the potential to 
contribute enormously to regional and community development, and to involve very different parts of 
the local community in a wonderful social and cultural event' (Smith 2001b). Additionally, the RCP RCO 
from 2005, Jane Cruikshank, claims that valuing community desires was key to the effectiveness of the 
RCP, which she says facilitated “what communities wanted” in contrast to comparable regional screen 
programs run by the Australian Film Commission (AFC) which took “a top-down approach.” 
 
The Tumut Shire Council website reproduced and circulated the health and well-being benefits of 
socially inclusive places:  
 
Societies that can give people a sense of belonging and of being valued are likely to be 
healthier places than those in which people feel excluded, disregarded and used […] a 
society with a strong ‘sense of community’ is one in which people are more likely to care 
for each other and for common property resources such as green space and other 
infrastructure.  
 
In this definition, the people of an area can feel a sense of belonging to more than a social group; 
belonging is also understood to extend to material spaces and structures.  
 
In turn, the RCP has enabled several preservation projects to obtain funding towards the purchase and 
restoration of cinema premises. Grants have been more easily available to cinemas restored after the 
establishment of the RCP. For example, between 1998 and 2005, Bingara’s Roxy Theatre received grants 
totalling $AUD 575, 000, a figure which has since increased with the restoration of the Roxy Café. In 
Bowraville, the Bowraville Arts Council have raised approximately $AUD 650, 000 in combined Federal 
and State grants alongside fundraising (Nambucca Tourism 2017). Given that substantial financial 
benefits are associated with benefit claims for health and well-being for community, it is no surprise 
that these claims are reproduced by local authorities and preservation campaigners and feature in civic 
and cinema promotional material. Community cinemas are commonly claimed to enhance civic spaces 
to produce experiences of belonging. Margaret Sands, the ex-President of the Leeton Roxy Community 
Theatre Management Committee, read me promotional material for the Roxy that states that: “the 
Leeton Roxy Community Theatre is a significant focal point for the cultural life of our town and 
reinvigorates the sense of community identity.” 
 
In cinema restoration projects, the practice of naming collectively owned and restored cinemas 
community cinemas carries both meanings of collective ownership and connotations of inclusiveness. 
Moreover, the case study cinemas are used by local authorities as symbolic icons of civic identity. In 
Leeton, Brian McKellar mentioned that the Roxy Theatre is an important “building in the main street 
area which is considered an icon by a lot of the community.” This location produces spatial meanings 
about the cinema which link it closely to the civic identity of Leeton through its positioning as an entry 
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point to the town. Thus, the Roxy feature in several civic documents as a notable civic landmark. One 
year the Roxy graced the cover of Leeton’s phone book. Images of the Roxy, heavily featuring its lights, 
appear on the front of Leeton postcards:  
 
 
Figs. 11 & 12 Leeton postcard front & back 
 
 
Leeton – Sun Rice Country – N.S.W. – Australia 
Pine Avenue, the main commercial street in Leeton starts with the Roxy Theatre. Built in 
1930, it is one of the few remaining theatres of its type in the State. Today the building is 
owned and operated by the community and at night the façade is decoratively lit, creating 
a spectacular entrance to the town. 
 
This text, linking the Roxy to the community and the ‘town’ echoes narrative imaginations of individual, 
collective and civic selves. There are yet other indications that people’s relationships with the cinema 
results in the mutual constitution of residents’ identities and the Roxy, from the penning of a poem by a 
mate of Henry Lawson (see chapter 8), to the use of the Roxy as a backdrop for contemporary wedding 
photos.  
 
The attention to community reflects a shift in civic identity in a way that is often linked to discourses of 
civic renewal (Newcastle Herald 13 October 2017). The focus placed on the history of the Roxy Theatre 
in Bingara since its acquisition by the (then) Bingara Shire Council constructs the identity of Bingara as 
strongly associated with the Theatre. For example, during my fieldtrip to Bingara, I heard the town 
referred to on a radio broadcast as ‘the home of the Roxy’ (Research diary, Bingara). Perhaps even more 
telling in terms of the Roxy operating as a symbol for Bingara is its inclusion in Lonely Planet’s Australia 
travel guide (Ham 2016). Additionally, the significance of the Roxy Theatre to Bingara has been strongly 
emphasized through several high-profile events and celebrations focused on the theatre’s historic 
credentials. For example, in April 2011, Bingara celebrated the 75th anniversary of the Roxy Theatre and 
the re-opening of the Roxy café after refurbishments costing $AUD 1.213 million. The importance 
attributed to the event is indicated by the status of high-profile attendees, who included former NSW 
Premier Bob Carr, who provided seed finding the Roxy Theatre restoration, and Federal Nationals 
Senator John Williams (The Roxy Theatre and Greek Café 2018). Each of these examples function to 
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embed the materiality of the Roxy in community orientation to civic identity of Bingara. 
 
It is instructive to consider the meanings attached to the term ‘community’ in these contexts. Cinema 
preservations are elsewhere alternatively described as a project undertaken to preserve a shared space 
‘for the people’ (Melnick & Fuchs 2004, p. 89). So, in one sense the ‘community’ represents the people 
relevant to a set of circumstances. Amongst participants, use of the term community can indeed 
function as a shorthand for ‘the people’ in such a way. For example, John and Margaret Fulton, a couple 
I interviewed together, explain that they like living in Leeton because, as Margaret says, “we like to be 
involved with the community and Leeton is a community town.” In a sense this means all of the people 
who live in Leeton are accounted for in this conceptualization of community. 
 
Paul, a Bowraville resident who grew up in a different small-town in NSW associates his ‘identification’ 
with the Bowraville Theatre to his experiences of cinema-going as a young person: 
 
Well when I grew up in Hay it was our life and every Saturday night or Friday night, it used 
to be Friday or Saturday, but it was more Saturday night, it was the social hub of the town.  
 
Moreover, this significance may be heightened in a small-town context, as Paul states, “It was our way 
of, in a small town, […] it was our life.” 
 
Scholars have celebrated the capacity for cinemas to function as large gathering places. This is 
particularly resonant in small-towns contexts that may not support an official public space such as a 
town hall. For example, Leveridge explores how in 1911 cinema introduced a public gathering space to 
the small English town of Sidmouth, which provided, not explicit social interaction, but ‘visible evidence 
to the audience of their assembling together’ (2010, p. 391). Fieldwork findings support claims that 
cinemas function as significant gathering places in small-town contexts. For example, when I asked Brian 
McKellar what people’s motivations were for saving the Roxy, he said, “Well I think, apart from the fact 
that it was a movie theatre which had some value to the community as it was, it was also seen as a civic 
centre which we didn’t actually have.” Margaret Sands called the Roxy a focal point for the town, and 
mused, “it’s like Leeton’s town hall, isn’t it, really?” Cinemas in country towns are narrated as a civic 
rather than commercial place, where people gather for a range of activities rather than to watch films. 
 
The Leeton Shire Council makes an annual contribution to the operational costs of the Roxy Community 
Theatre in the order of $AUD 10, 000 (Research diary, Leeton). I asked Brian McKellar if the contribution 
was ever questioned. Brian replied: 
 
In the community there seems to be unanimous support. They’ve always come to Council 
and they [Council] consider [requests] fairly closely. There’s been some comments, 
certainly, at the council, about the costs. They [the comments] soon dissolve when they 
[Council representatives] consider how available it is to our community. So, I’m really most 
impressed and I can’t recall that a person has come from the Roxy Theatre or the 
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Committee [with a request] which has been objected to and that in itself indicates a very 
strong support. 
 
As one of the only spaces in town suitable for staging events for a large audience, Australian country 
town cinemas have typically operated as multi-purpose venues. Historically they often presented both 
film screenings and live performances, but may also host non-commercial events. For example, John, a 
Leeton resident who had some involvement in the early campaign to save the Leeton Roxy, suggested 
one of the reasons so much public support could be garnered to preserve the Roxy Theatre as a cultural 
venue was its pre-1977 history of hosting eisteddfods. One Bingara participant, Susanne, told me the 
Bingara Roxy Theatre once hosted a wedding. Moreover, it appears that once cinemas became 
collectively owned, their range of functions became ever wider. One of the most strongly valued 
functions of the case study community cinemas is the way they have been made available for use by 
schools. For example, Glen, a Leeton resident, noted that although the local schools had since built their 
own halls, they had long used the Roxy for major events:  
 
speech nights and major school functions were held in the Roxy Theatre so it was used as 
a community meeting point and a community venue, a large size community venue rather 
than just being the local picture theatre and that has always been good for the school.  
 
Likewise, after it resumed operation as a community cinema in 1979, the Leeton Roxy went on to host a 
police-organised ‘blue light disco’ for a period of 17 years which Sam, a long-term Leeton resident 
relates to as his “fondest memory, getting dressed up to go to the disco.” Likewise, Hugh tells me that 
since becoming a community cinema the Montreal Theatre in Tumut has served as a venue for union 
meetings and at least one wedding. In Bowraville, Bob and Lisa both describe how the restored 
Bowraville Theatre has hosted weddings and parties; and was used to run a Technology and Further 
Education (TAFE) course in theatre technology. The Bowraville Theatre café opens early on Anzac Day, 
for breakfast (Bowraville Arts Magazine 2005, p. 4).  
 
These findings are consistent with the scholarly literature. Kuhn (2002b, p. 2) explores the notion – 
contemporary to the 1930s – of the cinema as a democratising institution evident in the way large and 
luxurious ‘supercinemas’, constructed in Britain in the 1930s, brought luxury into the reach of all 
citizens. Similarly, Melnick and Fuchs claim that American cinemas operate as unofficial ‘community 
centres’ and ‘one of the few amusements any family can afford’ (2004, p. 7). Likewise, constructions of 
community cinema typically make claims for the cinemas as both accessible and ‘socially inclusive’ 
spaces of community. Awareness of ticket cost, as it relates to accessibility, is a feature of operational 
decisions of the case study cinemas. For example, in Tumut Montreal Community Theatre ticket prices 
are deliberately lower than commercial multiplex prices with the issue of affordability and access in 
mind (Research diary, Tumut). 
 
Discourses of vulnerability, communal care and responsibility 
Conversations with participants indicate that small-town cinemas are strongly valued for the perception 
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that they provide opportunities for outings for marginalized social groups, especially young people and 
the elderly. It has been mentioned that the blue light discos held at the Leeton Roxy were important 
social occasion for young people in Leeton. Moreover, Sam, a Leeton resident commented that the Roxy 
provides a good option for young people who are not yet able to access licensed premises:  
 
It’s just, you know, it just keeps a good place for kids, people who can’t and don’t like 
going to pubs for entertainment can go somewhere else and just enjoy watching movies 
and musical productions and maybe eisteddfods at the Roxy it’s the central hub for the 
kids basically. 
 
The cinemas are thus perceived to provide a good alternative for people who, either due to their age or 
personal choices, prefer non-licensed outings. These ideas about the benefits of cinemas to vulnerable 
social groups in small-town contexts are not new. A sociological assessment published in 1932 observed 
that: 
 
In many of the most isolated backwaters, nickelodeons were likely to represent for 
women, children and teenagers the only gathering places open to them at night and the 
only alternative to the saloons (Fuller 1996, p. 37). 
 
More recently, these tropes of cinema as ‘something to do’ for young people in small-towns have been 
reproduced by scholars exploring regional cinema in Australia (Aveyard 2011a; 2011b). 
 
These discourses of concern veer into notions of vulnerability, care and protection. For example, while 
the grassroots campaign for preservation of the Leeton Roxy occupied public debate in 1977, an 
extraordinary related discussion unfolded. An editorial in the Murrumbidgee Irrigator (24 June 1977, p. 
1), outlined the dual pressure being placed on civic leaders of Leeton by the needs presented by two 
‘vitally important’ concurrent projects – the Roxy Theatre preservation and restoration and the 
expansion of accommodation at the Assumption aged care facility. The local paper reported that ‘The 
Assumption Villa project is of tremendous importance. The demand makes it so. But even some 
members of the villa board doubt whether it should take first priority from the Roxy project’ 
(Murrumbidgee Irrigator 24 June 1977, p. 1). This prioritizing of the preservation of a cinema over aged 
care to the preservation of the Roxy Theatre over aged care provision is, in itself, extraordinary. The 
Murrumbidgee Irrigator editorial on the difficult choice between two ‘vital’ projects continues thus, ‘the 
choice comes back to looking after our young people, in the case of the Roxy, of looking after our aged 
residents, in the case of the villa project’ (Murrumbidgee Irrigator 24 June 1977, p. 1).   
 
However, the attitude towards young people, particularly teenagers, is complex, as they are also often 
considered to be a potentially problematic demographic. Geographer Gill Valentine observes that young 
people are alternately seen as ‘innocent and vulnerable’ or as ‘out of control in public space’, which is 
understood as a space of ‘adult hegemony’ (1996, pp. 581-582). It is possible to identify all these ideas 
operating within regional and community cinema discourses. Consider, for example, the story of the 
Blue Reelers, the name given to a regular outdoor film screening held at the back of the Wilcannia Police 
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Department (Barrier LAC – NSW Police Force 2017). Brendan Smith, the RCO of the RCP between 2000-
2004 made public announcements stating that the positive effects of the Blue Reelers program included 
a reduction in youth crime rates on screening nights (Research diary).  
 
In Tumut, Janelle told me this story about one of the first screenings the Tumut Montreal Management 
Committee ran. The Committee made a film choice designed to appeal to young people. Janelle recalls: 
 
the story that I’ve heard about the Dumb and Dumber [1994] experience is that the 
Committee didn’t know about Dumb and Dumber. They wanted to attract young folk, 
“Come out, come out, whoever you are”.  And they didn’t know that they’d be successful, 
so they were expecting you know tiny numbers. They weren’t expecting to fill the cinema 
at all. And of course, the cinema was full of people, hanging from the rafters and so on, 
I’ve been told.  And the children were screaming and yelling and excited and couldn’t 
contain themselves and some were frightened when they saw images on the big screen 
and then you know with what they were viewing mimicked in place, that behaviour … So 
then, the gross out images that they were seeing on the screen you know, they then 
thought that’s what you did in the space. And food throwing and cat calling and that sort 
of high jinx.  And it absolutely took them all by surprise and they didn’t know whether to 
be surprised, well they certainly were, they didn’t know whether to be just delighted or a 
bit, “Those wicked children, they don’t know how to behave”, or say, “Isn’t it so 
wonderful, we’re going to be part of their ongoing education” or quite what. 
 
The uncertainty with which the Management Committee received the attendance of unruly young 
people is beautifully portrayed here. There are many stories about young people ‘acting up’ in the 
cinema in Tumut. Lisa also tells me that now she is a volunteer, she regularly cleans up and she says: 
 
they even throw food at our screen, you know you will find a lolly [stuck to the screen]. I 
mean look, it’s nothing for us to sweep up three massive bins of garbage after a show. 
Food not been touched, very strange the amount of waste.  When I went to the movies 
when I was a child … but it is, it’s because the kids know each other. 
 
In combination, these examples suggest that a combination of paternalism and anxiety operates in 
relation to small-town youth in regional areas. Lisa suggests that young people in the cinema audience 
behave this way because they feel a high level of comfort at the Montreal Theatre and with each other. 
She also contrasts her experience of cinema-going in Tumut with her previous Sydney experiences of 
more restrained cinema-going behaviour, suggesting that there is distinction in the small-town audience 
that enables people to feel ‘at home’.  
 
Despite indications that concern for young people trumped concern for the elderly in the 1977 Leeton 
dilemma, provision of cultural activities for the elderly is another theme that emerges in cinema 
preservation discourses. When I asked Margaret Sands what some of the impacts associated with 
retaining the theatre, she replied: 
 
Elderly citizens. Apart from the clubs, where else do they go in a community like this? They 
can graciously go to a movie and get a concession ticket. They have a night out and for 
them, and for me also still, it holds the same magic as it did as a child to go to – it’s an 
evening out, comparable with any city. And the Roxy does put on a senior citizens movie 
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free every year, and a concert. 
 
The operational practices of the Roxy Community Theatre (concession tickets and the staging of free 
events) make the space accessible to a range of people in a way that aims to facilitate equality of access. 
For Margaret, access becomes important to experience the ‘magic’ facilitated by the cinema, and an 
equivalence of living in a city.  
 
Thus, constructions of meanings of ‘community’ in community cinema discourses make claims relevant 
to inclusivity and practices of ‘care’ for vulnerable members. However, as Liepins observes, 
‘”community” is a signifier of ideas about certain social relations, and at times this is more potent than 
any lived relations or material demonstrations of “community”’ (2000a, p. 31).  
 
In summary, participants’ narratives support claims made by various researchers (Huggett & Bowles 
2004; Kuhn 2002), that in some cases the social experience of cinema is more highly valued than the 
films. This is not a singular finding in my research, but for example, Margaret Fulton reminisced about 
her experiences of the Roxy in the 1950s, the period after her family moved to Leeton from England in 
1949. I asked her “And why did you go?” Margaret replied, “Well, it was our outing. Very often you 
didn’t enjoy the picture that was on, not always, but the cinema – it was an outing, you were meeting 
other people.”  
 
However, one of the contributions made by this research is an understanding that a sense of belonging 
within a community can be produced without the requirement for explicit social engagement. 
Therefore, this research expands understandings of community currently operating in the cinema 
restoration literature. For example, in her research into restored picture palaces in the US South, Jones 
(2001, p. 128) suggests that a shared purpose or cultural interest functions to engender a sense of 
community in patrons of the restored Tampa Theatre. Jones additionally considers explicit social 
interaction a requirement of community. In her analysis of cinema-going in Florida’s restored Tampa 
Theatre, Jones claims:  
 
One of the social functions of the Tampa Theatre is the construction of a community […] 
But the act of watching films is a solitary one, and film society members cannot construct 
a community by simply slipping into their theater seats. Conversations with one another 
about the complexities of the films that they watch is a crucial element of helping to 
create identity and build community (2001, p. 127). 
 
The ‘social’, performed through practices of conversational exchange, is central to this conceptualization 
of community and belonging, however, I argue this is an insufficient understanding of community. 
According to Massey, in a relational conceptualization of space, ‘space is the social dimension. Not in the 
sense of exclusively human sociability, but in the sense of engagement within a multiplicity of forms 
(2005, p. 61). I suggest that a sense of belonging and a sense of community can also be spatially 
produced and informed by an engagement in shared practices of community. In observing that the 
109 
 
social capacity of the Roxy, John goes on to state The Roxy is “a social place for them [people] to come 
and be part of the community.” 
 
Grassroots processes may themselves produce an experience of community through processes of 
shared narrative and collective action. While in the case of NSW, some cinema preservation projects are 
financially and rhetorically supported by the State, they still require volunteer labour and grassroots 
support.  Following Massey, this mobilization of voluntary labour can help conceive cinemas restoration 
space as ‘practised’. This emphasizes its ‘relational construction; its production through practices of 
material engagement’ (Massey 2005, p. 61). In her research on meeting places in Australian and New 
Zealand small towns, Liepins found that the meeting spaces were ‘key locations where people could 
work for and shape their “community”’ (2000b, p. 336). This research suggests that spatial meanings of 
‘community’ were produced through three grassroots practices: mobilisation, care-taking and operation.  
 
Grassroots fundraising is one way in which people mobilized to achieve the shared objectives of cinema 
preservation. In Leeton and Tumut voluntary committees organized initial fundraising efforts. Additional 
financial assistance was provided by Leeton Shire Council to enable the collective purchase of the Roxy. 
As noted above, cinema restoration projects in Bowraville and Bingara have raised significant funds from 
State and Federal agencies and local fundraising efforts; a ‘Buy A Theatre Seat’ ($500) campaign' had 
raised at least $AUD 15, 000 in 2005 (Research diary, Bowraville). Donation of in-kind labour to the 
cinema restorations also constitutes a substantial contribution to the projects. The Bowraville Arts 
Council report that 'members and friends from the town have also contributed thousands of dollars in 
unpaid labour to achieve the impressive restoration' (Bowraville Arts Council 2018). Media reports and 
fieldwork interviews indicate that support for cinema preservations was strong, especially in Leeton and 
Tumut. The images below show media reporting indicating fundraising targets and Council support in 





Figs. 13 & 14 ‘$35,000 target for Roxy plan’ & ‘Okays Roxy!’ 
 
Volunteer committee organization and labour has been interpreted as community support, thereby 
justifying Shire Council involvement and support. I asked Brian McKellar what motivated Leeton Shire 
Council to offer ongoing support to the Roxy preservation campaign. He explains:  
 
I think the Council’s motivation was the groundswell from the community that it had to 
respond to that.  An obvious preference of the community did tally the reason for council 
to spend ratepayer’s money on that basis, almost a universal support from the community.  
So that made it easy for the council to make the decision in my opinion. 
 
Moreover, since the re-opening of the Roxy as the Roxy Community Theatre in 1979, the Leeton Shire 
Council have continued to support the venture through public subsidy. At the time I conducted 
fieldwork in Leeton in 2005, the annual public contribution was $AUD 10, 000. Recall from chapter 5, my 
conversation with the Leeton taxi driver who volunteered that he felt happy for the Sire Council to 
allocate civic funds to the Roxy. In Leeton, I had no indication at all of there being resistance to 
dominant constructions of the cinema as a community space. Even those I encountered who had no 
personal investment in the function of the cinema considered it a worthy recipient of public funds for 
the overall well-being of the people of Leeton.   
 
The volunteer work may be conceived as a collective practice of care-taking that reinforces meanings of 
community. For example, a working bee at the Montreal Theatre was scheduled while I was in Tumut. 
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The performance of communal care-taking helps reconfigure understandings of the Montreal Theatre as 
a community space. This personal reflection on the restored Bowraville Theatre invokes volunteer 
contributions as well as friendship in a musing on community: 
 
When I enter Bowraville Theatre I am filled with joy and wonder. Wonder that few have 
achieved so much, joy that Aboriginal people now enter as equal citizens. The camaraderie 
built during its restoration can be tasted in the coffee […]; it is in the shine of the tables 
restored by volunteers, the springs in seats that display their donor’s names (Rhodes 
2005, p. 1). 
 
Rhodes (2005, p. 1) evokes the mutual co-constitution of personal and shared identities in this piece 
when she writes, “It is the collective of community that creates individual identity, for I cannot know 
myself unless I know others of my kind.”  
 
How practices of volunteering (sometimes as a struggle) generate shared meanings of community is 
again illustrated by Phillipa, a middle-aged woman who returned to Tumut with her two children after 
living away for ten years. Her motivation for returning was to raise her children in a small-town 
environment. She works as a volunteer usher at the Montreal Community Theatre since the theatre re-
opened as a community cinema. Phillipa was keen to be interviewed after her Friday night shift at the 
cinema. Very early in our conversation, before any mention was made of the Montreal Theatre, when I 
asked how important going to the cinema had been in her life, she replied: 
 
Well, I do love the movies, but I suppose the cinema, Tumut Montreal Theatre, I’m sort of 
passionate for, because a lot of people spent a lot of time restoring it and making it a 
going theatre for our community against all odds, and I now usher purely just to keep it 
going and to be part of that community involvement. I do it [volunteer] for my community.  
 
Repeated emphasis indicates that community – understood as collective effort, and as a concept with 
which she feels connected — is in her mind the primary objective and achievement of the cinemas 
restoration ‘against all odds’, and of her own involvement in its ongoing operation. Phillipa had already 
cited ‘community life’ as a reason that she likes living in Tumut, and the cinema provides her with a site 
through which to actively identify with and construct meanings of community and feelings of belonging. 
Phillipa’s identification also extends to the civic level: asked what it’s like living there she replied, “I’m a 
dedicated person to Tumut.” 
 
Cinema management is integral to understanding the relationship people have with specific cinemas. 
Discussions in the cinema literature suggest that a degree of operational independence and industrial 
variance makes it possible for cinemas to develop distinctiveness, thus strengthening the inter-
relationship between cinemas and their audiences (Leveridge 2010, p. 385).  This may particularly the 
case for small-scale (Hubbard 2000a), small-town (Leveridge 2010) or specialist (Thissen 1999) cinemas.  
Cinema scholars (see for example, Fuller 1996; Leveridge 2010, p. 386) have traced the capacity in the 
early cinema era for small-town cinemas providers to provide a differentiated cinema-going experience 
to their audiences. Fuller (1996) furthermore explores how subsequently, uniformity imposed by 
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industrial practices of vertical integration and centralized programming eroded this potential. In his 
discussion about the revitalization of unused cinema spaces, Hubbard imagines the potential for 
subsidized, small-scale cinema to reintroduce differentiating programming practices specifically by 
enabling their audiences to engage in programming decisions. Moreover, he characterizes this imagined 
arrangement as a ‘new kind of community cinema’ (Hubbard 2000a, p. 301).  
 
Although this is not always the case, fieldwork findings indicate that public contributions to community 
cinema programming is sometimes facilitated. For example, Leeton’s Roxy Community Theatre features 
a program that is curated by metropolitan-based distributors. The program is characterized by 
mainstream blockbusters and recognizable stars, and although as a second-run cinema does not show 
the same times as other cinemas, the program is generally undistinguishable from that of other 
cinemas. Leeton’s programming does not draw its audience’s attention to its status as a ‘community 
cinema’. In contrast, the Tumut Montreal Theatre Management Committee has a facility for members to 
contribute to programming decisions. The Montreal’s program thus contains a mix of mainstream and 
comparatively alternative titles. To demonstrate, Hugh, a member of the Management Committee, 
noted during my fieldtrip to Tumut that the Committee had decided to screen Rolf de Heer’s Ten Canoes 
(2006). Ten Canoes had a limited release in Australian cinemas (IMDb 2018) and therefore would only 
have screened rarely outside the metropolitan. Hugh highlights this programming decision as divergent 
from usual programming, especially in small-town cinemas by communicating his excitement and pride 
that the Montreal would feature its first film centred on Australian Aboriginal themes.  
 
The practice of making community cinemas available for public use means that groups sometimes 
choose their own film. Alex, the volunteer film programmer told me the ‘Female Violence Action Group’ 
screened Once were warriors (1994) as an awareness raising and fundraising event. The Bowraville 
Community Theatre also operates a film society which enables film programming to be decided 
collectively. The Bowraville cinema audience experience a range of titles programmed specifically for 
their consumption, and additionally, due to the high level of film literacy held by key cinema personnel, 
often includes obscure and specialist titles. The cinema patrons of Bowraville have access to a film 
program which would be the envy of any inner city independent arthouse cinema, and they surely 
recognize it as distinctive to their cinema space. Moreover, the Bowraville Theatre Restoration Project 
Manager states that 'because the programming and management is done by locals who volunteer their 
time, the audience has a greater sense of ownership' (Milner 2006). 
 
The re-stimulation of differentiated programming practices, it is suggested, is possible either through 
the democratization of programming decisions, or, by incorporating locally relevant material into 
cinema programming. Milner indicates that the group operating the Bowraville Theatre has started 
producing newsreels, which returns the cinema's programming to those which were practised in the 
early years of exhibition (Leveridge 2010). The incorporation of locally relevant material into cinema 
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programs is not particular to the rural context or confined to small-scale cinema. For example, exhibitors 
to Jewish immigrant audiences in New York employed this practice in the early 20th century (Thissen 
1999). Leveridge concludes that practices of localized programming to cultivate a close relationship 
between cinema managers and audiences had promotional and ultimately financial objectives (2010, p. 
390). That said, the provision of some democratic practices of programming, and the practice of 
reflecting images of the audience, or aspects of their social and spatial worlds back to them, helps to 
configure narratives of cinemas as community spaces. 
 
Valentine argues that in the context of community activism motivated by conflicts over spatial usage, 
‘powerful discourses of the place … as “home” are mobilised’ (2001, pp. 131-132). According to Massey 
& Jess (1995, p. 2) places that people identify with strongly can be thought of as ‘home-places’. Morley 
also understands ideas of home to include ‘“spaces of belonging” (and identity)’ (2001, p. 425) operating 
in the ‘symbolic and material geographies within which people’s identities are formed’ (2001 p. 425). 
We have already seen how community activism can activate common purpose and produce community 
identity in relation to preserved cinemas.  Moreover, discourses of ‘home’ emerged in participants’ 
narratives of community cinemas, specifically those who volunteered as ushers.  
 
For example, when I asked Phillipa, a volunteer usher at the Montreal Theatre, how walking through the 
theatre doors made her feel, she responded, “At home.” This sentiment was shared by several 
participants who were involved in the cinema as volunteers. Lisa, a member of the Montreal Theatre 
Management Committee, conveyed a clear sense of both social and spatial belonging conflating the 
cinema with home: “It’s the most comfortable place, I’m very at home there and I think to have that in 
such a huge building is unusual.” Geographers have theorised that home can be understood as both a 
place and a spatial imaginary that is often imbued with feelings ‘of belonging, desire and intimacy’ (Blunt 
& Dowling 2006, p. 2). As in this comment, these individual experiences of belonging are often 
extrapolated through discourses that evoke both the community and the cinema as single, inclusive, 
entities.  
 
Moreover, the search for a sensation of ‘home’ is understood as desirable. In his research into the social 
experience of cinema-going Puwar proposes that ‘social scenes feed and draw on emotional intensities 
in search of spaces of “home” within the public sphere, however fleeting and contradictory these may 
be’ (2007, p. 253). This may explain the satisfactions that volunteers express they feel in their ushering 
roles. I argue the widespread community cinema practice of ushering functions to construct cinema 
places as ‘home’. For example, it is possible to see ushering as a practice of hospitality; a process of 
welcoming people into the cinema space. This constructs the usher as resonances of ownership and 
belonging; who is welcomed feels a visitor, who does the welcoming feels at ‘home’. 
 





Fig. 15 The Roxy Lights by Jim Grahame 
 
The Leeton Roxy is a Karberry & Chard designed theatre, built in 1930. It was known locally for, and by, 
its red neon lights, from which it gained the affectionate tag ‘Big Red.’ I was told by a research 
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The Roxy Lights 
The night too quickly passes 
So o'er we see the sights 
We'll tilt our brimming glasses 
And toast the Roxy lights -
Their mystic shafts enhancing 
Gay scenes across the way 
Where maid and youth are dancing 
At Oscar's Cabaret 
Majestic beacons gleaming 
As inky red as wine, 
While motor cars are streaming 
In long unbroken line: 
The limousine or lorry 
Where pleasure-seekers ride 
Their lamps seem dim and sorry 
And pale and dull beside. 
Come ye of scanty leisure 
And bring the dairy hand 
""· 
For he will ever treasure 
"1 
That glimpse of fairy-land. 
Let Mum and old Dad listen 
Who stay at home o' nights-
H Your weary eyes will glisten 
To see the Roxy lights. 
When care and trouble sadden 
j And friends are far apart They are a sight to gladden 
A sorrow-laden heart. 
Their majic rainbows staying 
O'er roof and pane and pool 
Kaleidoscopic spraying 
The windows of the schooL 
It may sound paradoxy. 
But those in Murrami 
May almost see the Roxy 
H Emblazoned in the sky. 
The humble and the lowly 
At1d those who've climbed the heights 
Tire sinner and the holy 
Will cheer the Roxy lights. 
Jim Grahame 
~ I. ... ... ill . - ;I_ '11 T .l.l I..l _[ --.!1 
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participant that the lights were out during ‘the war,’ but apart from that, it seems that the large block 
pronouncement ‘ROXY’ shone out from either side of the theatre’s roof as a visible cue to its presence 
from its early period of operation until the mid-1970s. By the time the Roxy was offered for sale by its 
then proprietor George Conson of Riverina Theatres in the late 1970s, the lights were no longer shining. 
Nonetheless, local support for the retention of the theatre saw formation of a volunteer committee to 
ensure its survival – both materially, and in terms of function. A campaign to ‘save the Roxy’ was waged. 
Radio ads formed a part of the campaign strategy, and fundraising saw $AUD 35, 000 in local donations 
matched by the local Council. The Roxy was purchased by Leeton Shire Council in 1979 and continued 
operating as a cinema under the new management of a volunteer committee, hence becoming the first 
self-proclaimed ‘community’ cinema in NSW. Local people, clubs and societies and the Shire council 
have continued to support the Roxy over 40 years, contributing to operation, maintenance and 
restoration projects. In the 1990s a blueprint for the red neon Roxy lights was discovered and a local 
electrician, also the Roxy’s projectionist, restored them. 
 
During fieldwork in Leeton, I was told this story about the Roxy lights by seven different people, none of 
whom are the original subject in the story. The reason so many people know this story is, as Lorna told 
me, it was printed on a Christmas card sent out by the Roxy Community Theatre Management 
Committee. Margaret Sands, previously of the Management Committee, tells two stories about the Roxy 
lights in succession, illustrating the way that the material form of the Leeton Roxy Theatre has come to 
operate as a symbol of ‘home.’ 
 
Yeah. A beautiful story I heard, and I used it on a Christmas card. I was speaking about the 
Roxy one night at a ladies View club, I think it was. And this dear old lady said to me 
afterwards, “Hello dear, my name’s such-and-such, I want to tell you a story. She said, 
years and years and years ago, I came by horse and dray from West Wyalong to Leeton 
with my parents and my 7 brothers and sisters. And we were just coming up over the hills 
at Narellan, and my Dad said, at Collenroobi, and my Dad, which is just out of town, and my 
Dad said, and we were all getting really tired it’d been a long journey and we wanted to get 
there.” And my Dad said, “Now if you stay awake and look, soon you will see a beautiful 
red light.” And so, we all stayed awake and it was getting darker and darker and we came 
to the top of the hill and we could see the red light, and Dad, her father said to her “That’s 
where we’re going to live.” And it was the red lights of the Roxy. And that family were 
coming to settle in Leeton, and she said to me from that day, those red Roxy lights – 
because they were out of action for 17 years, and it was Greg and the other young man 
who spent literally months getting those up, and I’ll tell you another story about those too 
– and she said, this old lady said to me, “To this day” and she was well into her late 
eighties, “to this day, the red Roxy lights always give me a feeling of warmth and I’m 
home.” And I think that is how a lot of people in this community feel about the Roxy. It’s 
centrepoint, it’s home, it’s, it’s, it’s the pivot of the community – the pivot point of the 
community.  
 
But I’ll tell you about these boys and these lights – these all went in stages, some grants 
and a lot of hard work on their part. So, OK, I had to go to Melbourne for an operation and 
they were working on them, and I had to go the next week, and this Saturday night the 
phone rings and it’s Repondent 13, and he says, “What’re you doing?” I said “Nothing, I’m 
just packing.” “Allright, I’m coming to get you.” So, he came down, and they sat me on the 
seat in front of the post office. And they said, “Stay here.” And they ran over, and they’d 
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temporarily wired some of these up so they’d just turn on for the night. And they turned 
them on before I went to hospital. That was so beautiful. I had to have a growth removed 
from the optic nerve, and a skin graft you see. So, I’d been down. So, the operation time 
was the following week. and the boys thought, “right, we know she’s sick of this, we’ll give 
her something to come back for.” (laughter) 
 
Karen Oh isn’t that nice? That was a real sweet thing to do. 
 
Margaret Absolutely that was such a buzz, it was the biggest buzz. It was one of the things, 
you know one of those moments in time – there was a movie of that name – it was one of 
those moments in time that you always remember. 
 
The repetition of this story of the Roxy lights marking the end of a cart-drawn journey home 
demonstrates how spatial meanings and memories are ongoingly reconstructed through narrative. The 
inter-relation of the shared narrative of the Roxy lights with contemporary experience is well illustrated 
by its narrative and symbolic connection to the second story, Margaret’s personal experience of the 
Roxy lights. The Roxy lights have always been a significant feature of the cinema as demonstrated by the 
nickname ‘Big Red’. Through the circulation of this narrative, the Roxy lights have been constructed as a 
shared symbol of home. That I heard this story seven times during my fieldtrip to Leeton indicates how 
effective this process has been. Through the restoration process, past meanings of ‘home’ associated 
with the lights have been retained or compounded by its retelling.  
 
The narrative linking of the two stories emphasises their shared meanings and the message of return, of 
home, and of belonging that that symbolic lighting held for Margaret. In their critical geography of 
home, Blunt and Dowling (2006, p, 2) provide a simple definition of home as ‘a place/site, a set of 
feelings/cultural meanings,’ that is, a material site and a spatial imaginary, ‘and the relations between 
the two.’ While the notion of ‘home’ is being theorised by cultural geographers as multiple and complex, 
it is most often understood in this usage as ‘feelings of belonging, desire or intimacy’ (Blunt & Dowling 
2006, p. 2).  
 
Margaret’s own experience of the restored Roxy lights occurred at a time when she felt intense sense of 
personal and embodied insecurity about undergoing a medical procedure and about leaving home, both 
of which may have challenged her sense of self, and I think there is a suggestion in this narrative that the 
event restored her sense of security, through enhancement of her sense of self, strength and belonging. 
The story of the restored Roxy Lights provides this Margaret with a literal beacon of home, belonging 
and care. The meanings of this beacon echo those her narrative produces for the unknown narrator of 
the Christmas card-worthy Roxy Lights legend - the promise of ‘home’, return, rest and recuperation; 
belonging, desire, intimacy. The special relighting of the Roxy lights just for her, in a moment of 
vulnerability, is a performance of care which in itself contains all of these things. 
 
The story of the Roxy Lights is a spectacular example of how processes of preservation can produce 
meanings and emotional feelings of social and civic belonging through constitution of the site as a 
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material and spatial imaginary of ‘home’.  
 
Conclusions 
In Leeton, discourses constructing cinema and self-identities were in a slightly surprising degree of 
alignment in (re)producing the cinema as an important place of community. In discourses of cinema 
provision and preservation, ‘community’ was repeatedly mentioned. This is no surprise as practices of 
collective mobilisation, place-making including naming, care-taking and shared story-telling all work to 
construct the case study cinemas as spaces of community and of belonging. Participants narratives 
indicate that the work they do through the material site of the cinema to construct community results in 
genuine experiences of community and belonging. However, these constructions of community operate 
to make belonging and a sense of home completely unproblematic. The following chapter will explore 
the cinemas as sites of contestation and conflict, and will consider experiences of silencing, alienation 




Cinemas as contested space: counter-discourses in fieldwork 
 
 
My perception is that they have much less resonance with the community than the 
Committee thinks they have (Tumut participant, Heather). 
 
My fieldwork findings have consistently demonstrated that the kinds of relational and spatial identities 
expressed in cinema preservation campaigns are sustained by affective and subject pleasures that 
underpin community bonds and being-a-local. However, it is not the sole mode of experience. Drawing 
to a close, this thesis now acknowledges the power relations and discursive structures that contribute to 
structures of privilege. Probyn (1991) reminds us that while reports of people’s experience of place may 
overwhelmingly be constructed as positive, power relations always operate within ideological structures 
that privilege some people over others. Not all experiences of cinemas and cinema restorations are 
pleasurable or positive. Some people derive status, recognition, sensations of belonging and nurturing, 
and elevated notions of self through their interactions with cinema preservation projects and 
community cinemas. Others are marginalised. Murdoch warns that within placemaking projects ‘there 
can be acute struggles over whose “reading” of space should take priority. Thus, strategies of 
domination and resistance ensue around spatial identities and spatial practices’ (2006, p. 18). I found in 
fieldwork that these cinemas are sites of fierce conflict and contestation, and at times, exclusion. 
According to Massey, all spaces are marked by a network of power inter-relations. Murdoch cites 
Massey to explains that:  
 
a “power-geometry” immediately emerges once relations meet in space: ‘different social 
groups and individuals are placed in very distinct ways in relation to these flows and 
interconnections. […] it is about power in relation to the flows and movement (Massey, 
cited in Murdoch 2006, p. 21).  
 
Below I introduce some of the stories of contestation, marginalisation and exclusion that mark 
negotiations of cinema place-making in my four case studies.  
 
My aim is to reflect on whether placemaking processes of preservation and restoration of historic 
cinemas operate as reactionary retreats into stasis, or as open-ended processes which constitute new 
spatial identities and in doing so to consider whether in advocating for the work of restoration, 
particular narratives of the past are silenced. 
 
In the context of a volunteer-operated community cinema, power relations operate in a variety of ways 
between people both within and in relation to the cinema space. To offer some examples, there are 
differences and imbalances between people with regard to operational matters - such as decision-
making and authorized access - attendance or other spatial uses. But there are also symbolic 
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connections which may operate through and impact power relations. Who is most favourably associated 
with the space? Who is acknowledged for their contributions? These may include emotional 
commitments - who has the strongest personal connection to the space? Who evokes the strongest 
ethic of love?  
 
In sharp contrast to the identity-making assertions in chapter 8 which indicated “almost universal” 
support for community cinema place-making, in my fieldwork I also encountered narratives of 
disinterest and opposition, including in terms of the way campaigners spoke about, or made 
assumptions about, their wider communities, sometimes framed as dissenting from the project’s aims. 
In Leeton, where the notion of almost universal support was raised, the cinema Manager told me, 
“there are people in the community who haven’t actually gone in to the Roxy…” In Bingara, Rick 
estimates that “once the announcement was made was probably about 20% support of it and 80% 
rejection of it.” These statistics switched around by the time the Roxy Theatre was re-opened, “probably 
on the night of its opening there would have been 90% support for it and 10% dissent and those people 
probably always would be dissenters.”  
 
This ambivalence in Leeton and Bingara is escalated in the context of Bowraville, which is a very small 
town riven with historical practices of racial suppression and exclusion, hostility and trauma. The 
Bowraville Theatre was a site of intervention into practices of segregation in the 1960s. This 
distinguishes the Bowraville Theatre from other restored cinemas for which memories of past cinema-
going are overwhelmingly characterized by grandeur, wonder and positive social experiences. The 
Bowraville Theatre’s uncomfortable history might explain why during the preservation campaign and 
restoration work, some people expressed negativity about the project. In a conversation with two 
Bowraville residents involved in the restoration, Bob told me:  
 
I don’t know but they just don’t give us support from the local community. Yes, there was 
a lot of negative thoughts while we were working on it, a lot of people thought we 
wouldn’t even get it open, but we did and we’ve been going for 18 months nearly two 
years now, and we’re still going. 
 
Tracy concurred, adding, “There’s actually a lot of local people out there who haven’t even set foot in it, 
who wouldn’t even know what’s been done”. 
 
Cinema: a democratic force or spatial enforcer of social distinctions? Historic exclusions 
Experiences of exclusion or marginalization in cinemas are not new. Despite being promoted as places of 
equal access, cinemas have always functioned as places of exclusion through social distinction. From a 
spatial perspective the management of social distinctions was built into the design, material fabric, 
pricing and practices of cinemas. Structural design features such as boxes and balconies (Allen 2007; 
McKenna 2007), and practices involving roped access (Bowles 2007a, p. 255; Flick & Goodall 2004) and 
differing price structures (Kuhn 2002b), operate to manage spatial access. Regarding discourses of 
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cinema and access prevalent in the 1930s, Kuhn concludes that ‘cinemas were not really a democratizing 
force in these years’ (2002b, p. 2).  
 
The following story was told by Merle, an older Leeton resident who grew up in Whitton, a small town 
just outside of Leeton. When Merle was seventeen, she came to live in Leeton for six years from 1941, 
with her mother and cousin while her father went off to ‘the war’. Merle told me about when she went 
to the pictures at the Roxy, and who with, before she was married. Merle said she had lots of memories 
of the Roxy, “even though you don’t notice a lot of things when you’re young”, and then she told me 
this story: 
 
I can remember one thing and I always tell this when it comes up about the Roxy Theatre. 
I can remember once when we were refused entrance to the Roxy Theatre. We were 
working at the cannery [Letona] and of course we worked all year, you know, and we also 
canned vegetables, and we were doing onions. We were peeling onions, we were putting 
onions through machines to slice them up, we were taking them to the dryer and putting 
them out on racks and so forth. And if you peel onions for very long, you know what it’s 
like, it gets into your skin and so forth. But every night when we came home we bathed, 
washed our hair and we smelled good. We went, there were four of us, we went to the 
Roxy Theatre, I forget whether it was a Saturday night but anyway one night, and the 
Manager was there. And, of course, you could smell onions all over the town. You could 
smell onions for about four miles out of town! But anyway, all over town. Anyway, he 
asked us did we work at the cannery and we said, “Yes”. He said, “Well, I cannot let you 
into this theatre because you are offensive to my customers, you smell.” He said we 
weren’t allowed in whenever we worked on onions. 
 
Cinemas had a reputation as places of glamour and escape from reality of things like work. In their 
onion-funk, Merle and her friends functioned as a sharp olfactory reminder that they were very much 
working-class Leetonians in an era of war. This Merle and her friends were refused entry to protect the 
other patrons, as the smell of onions did not cohere with dominant spatial meanings of the cinema. 
Though the refusal of entry based on smell, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that because the smell 
of onions invoked their status as factory workers, the class distinction was in itself incompatible with the 
spatial meanings of the cinema at this time. 
 
I now turn to another cinema memory collected during fieldwork that tells a story of social 
marginalisation involving food. 
 
1950s migrant cinema-going in Tumut 
In the context of this project, Althusser’s concept of interpellation, explained in chapter 4, is particularly 
resonant in relation to questions of belonging. The case study cinemas are strongly anticipated as places 
for community. It is possible however, that performing cinema-going will produce a subjectivity and 
place informed by an experience of collective belonging, the ‘local.’ It is also possible that those 
subjective constructions of being ‘of this place’ will be disrupted if the cinema-goer is repositioned by 
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others. In my fieldwork I encountered a couple of cases of people whose subjectivities as cinema-goers 
were, through the actions of others, redefined as strangers or ‘not of this place.’  
 
Shirley, in Tumut recounted her experience of attending The Montreal Theatre as a newly arrived 
migrant to Australia. Shirley travelled to Tumut from Europe in the 1950s when her husband was 
employed to work on the nearby Snowy Hydro-electric scheme, a large government energy 
infrastructure project known for its recruitment of post-war European migrant labour. Shirley was one 
of the few participants not recruited through the ‘snowball effect’ in Tumut. She contacted me after 
seeing a story about my research in a media report. She wanted to tell her story, however, she did not 
feel comfortable to have our conversation recorded. We agreed that I would be able to take notes by 
hand and that I would protect her anonymity. Shirley then described her experience of humiliation when 
food was thrown at her during a screening at the Montreal Theatre in the period soon after her arrival in 
Australia. She was seated towards the front of the auditorium, and the food was thrown from behind. 
The intention of the food thrower is not clear. What is clear is that Shirley experienced this event as one 
which emphasized her difference, in terms of her lack of belonging. This operates for her at multiple 
scales, as an embodied experience of the cinema space, as a newcomer in Tumut, and as a new 
Australian migrant. Shirley did not express negative judgement towards the preservation and 
restoration of the Montreal Theatre as a community cinema. However, all this time later Shirley still 
does not feel ‘at home’ in the Montreal Theatre. She does not feel part of the community for whom the 
cinema acts as a material locus. Her feelings of humiliation are materialized within the cinema space, 
and remain so after a period of fifty years. 
 
This example of a participant’s past embodied experience of cinema-going humiliation reminds us that 
that as Probyn (2003) claims, subjectivities and spatial meanings are produced spatially and socially, but 
it also points to a few other ideas central to the conceptualization of this research. The strong bodily 
feeling of humiliation reminds us that affects and emotions all form part of the complex network of 
body/space inter-relations which may be conceived to help constitute and stabilize understanding self 
and spatial meanings and demonstrates that affects and emotions may operate to connect people to 
places and social groups, or to disconnect them.  
 
Just as the people/place relationship is conceptualized in this project as one produced through the 
interaction of bodies/spaces, so too memories can be conceptualized as embodied as they can carry the 
traces of past affective experiences. The affective impact of feeling humiliated some fifty years earlier 
continued to influence this participant’s sense of the cinema and of herself, shaped the construction of 
her reflection, and influenced her to maintain a position of distance from the cinema and, by extension, 
also my research process in which she became involved under the condition of anonymity. For this 
participant, the possibility to tell her story about the cinema seemed to be driven by her need to process 
this affective experience more than an interest in the cinema restoration. This then, is an example of a 
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cinema experience which is distinctly not nostalgic. The process of remaking spatial and social identities 
through community cinema place-making has not sufficiently changed the meanings of the cinema to 
allow Shirley to re-experience the cinema free of the affective pain caused by this event. While she 
acknowledges the meanings of the cinema have changed, her humiliation has not been erased.  
 
This cinema-going narrative of humiliation reminds us that as Massey claims (1994) all social inter-
relations occur within uneven power structures. When spatial meanings of cinemas are dominated by 
claims about their significance to ‘community’, they can function to invalidate alternative experiences of 
exclusion, or of not belonging. My research suggests that under conditions of grassroots renovation 
cinemas operate as sociospatial technologies to produce civic subjects through the deployment of 
official narratives of community through practices of cinema place-making, cinema-going and cinema 
operation. Some theorists (Young 1990; Watt 1991, p. 58) suggest that the implication of unity and 
inclusion inherent in the term community operates to marginalise or mask experiences of difference or 
exclusion. Moreover, Pratt observes that ‘there is a deep suspicion about mapping cultures onto places, 
because multiple cultures and identities inevitably inhabit a single place’ (cited in Probyn 2003, p. 296). 
Therefore, robust community discourses can additionally operate to veil the existence of alternative 
discourses, contested spatial meanings, or competing claims to space.  
 
Past experiences of exclusion and marginalisation within commercial cinemas ask us to consider how 
practices of spatial management continue to operate through cinema place-making as community 
venues, represented by discourses of access and equal ownership. I now turn to fieldwork accounts 
discussing more recent issues of access and spatial management in the Montreal Community Theatre. 
 
Community cinemas, belonging and boundary-keeping: barbed wire and key-holding at Tumut’s 





Fig. 16 The Tumut Montreal Community Theatre barbed wire fencing 
 
In the fieldwork accounts of the Montreal Theatre in Tumut, articulations conflating the cinema with 
community were most commonly made amongst those directly involved in the cinema. However, nearly 
all interviewees were aware of the community rhetoric surrounding cinema restoration projects. 
Participants not centrally associated with the cinema made less frequent or enthusiastic allusion to 
collective meanings of community. Two Tumut participants directly contested those meanings. These 
counter discourses are a valuable frame of reference for understanding the issue of access that is so 
important to RCP rhetoric and participant constructions of the cinema.  
 
One Tumut resident, Peter, complains that prohibitive hire fees for the theatre restrict general usage, 
believing that a space thought of as a community space should be made available for events like 
fundraisers at more reasonable rates.  This account of problematic access is supported by Heather who 
is also a relatively new resident of Tumut. She says, “my biggest dissatisfaction [is] with the assumption 
that the Montreal is easy to access”. She relays how the previous patterns of access have changed: 
 
when I first came here the Montreal used to be used by all the schools, the public schools 
and so on, for their kids. And you know, children were sitting in the Theatre having to walk 
on to the stage to get their awards and that whole specialness because it’s the only space 
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that could fit them. Well, now the public school doesn’t use the Montreal, [it] goes to the 
RSL club and the children don’t even sit in the seats, so now my children sit on the floor. 
 
Clearly, Heather considers the RSL Club, with its lack of seats and ‘specialness’, as the less desirable 
option, but when asked why this change occurred, replies, “I don’t know.” However, separately, Heather 
describes a change to the fee structure for hire of the Theatre which, given the comments made by 
Peter, might explain the change.  
 
There is also a complex financial scenario behind these issues of access and availability. Heather herself 
notes the complexity of this dynamic when she says that there is a paradox between the space both 
being available to, and run by, the community due to the requirement to meet substantial financial costs 
such as insurance She says: 
 
Because it’s community property in theory it’s available to hirers for any purpose, for 
speech making, speech day, ballet concerts etc. And they all wax lyrical about how 
available we are. I was part of the process of the review of their fee, the hiring fee to push 
them up to a level that paid back the key turn cost, the actual real key turn cost. In the 
insurance crisis we just managed. 
 
Some of the problems she raises she admits “comes about from being, you know, a perfect model of the 
exhausted volunteer.” Paradoxically, the work done by the community to maintain the community 
cinema comes at a cost of being less available to the community.  
  
Heather also engages more directly with issues and practices of spatial management. She volunteers as 
an usher at the Montreal Theatre but retired from her position on the Management Committee due to 
her frustration about spatial practices of ‘keyholding’ and ‘gatekeeping’ which she perceives to restrict 
access to the theatre:  
 
I always interpret what a place thinks about itself from its built environment and for me 
the cyclone fencing with the barbed wire down the side arm of the theatre tells you about 
ownership and locking. […] I think for that not to have been addressed in its ten years of 
life is still a remnant of how the people who hold the keys think. […] That type of reflection 
about who’s allowed in and what are we frightened of, you know? Fears of vandalism, etc. 
That tells me that perhaps this isn’t owned by all of the people. 
 
These readings of the cinema space, focusing on division and locking, challenge central claims of 
community cinema discourses: accessibility, collective ownership, and community relevance. Explaining 
Massey’s conceptualisation of space and power relations, Murdoch states: 
 
just because space is relational does not mean it is less restricting or confining. Relations 
are invariably double-edged: they can facilitate movement and access [keys & key-
holders]; equally they can entrench confinement and exclusion’ (2006, p. 21).  
 
 
One group who have been targeted for restricted access in Tumut, as indicated by the reference to 
“fears of vandalism” are young people. The above quotation also accords with the complexity in 
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discourses of youth apparent in Tumut more widely. As discussed in chapter 8, many participants in all 
case studies invoke provision of activities for young people as meaningful amongst motivations and 
benefits of preserving their cinemas. However, here they are implicated as the cause for concern about 
the safety of the cinema property. This accords with benefit that cinema provides in terms of “keepin 
them [young people] out of trouble”, which, while delivered with easy humour, is a regular refrain in 
Tumut and elsewhere (Research diary). In the end, the appeal of the cinema to youth themselves may 
also be questionable (Research diary).  
 
The material barriers and operational practices which Heather experiences as mechanisms of exclusion 
could equally be understood as mechanisms of protection of a cherished community asset. The struggle 
to achieve the successful restoration should be remembered here, as should the challenge of their 
financial struggle. All restoration work is done in stages, as money can be found for it, and much of it is 
achieved through, as Lisa Milner notes, the “hard yakka” of volunteer labour. 
 
Of course, diversity exists within community. A problem arises when claims and constructions of 
‘community’ function to incorporate difference into a collective whole. According to Liepins (2000a, p. 
27), ‘an inquisition of power can be realized … by acknowledging the diversity of people who may have 
an attachment to a certain construction of “community” yet are unequally able to relate to each other 
or enjoy the conditions under which the “community” operates.’ This describes Heather’s position well. 
The Montreal has provided Heather with conflicting experiences of belonging since her arrival in Tumut. 
She has many positive experiences of the cinema to relate, describing in her interview how the cinema 
offered her an entry point to meet other people, and an immediate experience of personal involvement 
and inclusion:  
 
We’re very new residents to Tumut, how it’s measured locally in this region. The theatre 
was one of the few joys that I found on our move here, and in the first week of residency I 
contacted the theatre and asked could I become a friend of the Montreal and also that I 
was interested in volunteering. So immediately I was stepped up into their volunteering 
capacities. 
 
Heather’s conflicting experiences support discursive claims of community, and at the same time critique 
their relevance. As in many country towns, the arrival of ‘treechangers’ is highlighting discourses of 
localism, and the impossibility of treechangers ever holding this status. Hence, the pleasures derived 
from the volunteer work as a ‘friend’ of the community cinema was one way to facilitate a sense of 
belonging for Heather. By contrast, Trina, a long-term Tumut resident, for example, indicates that she 
understands her sense of local and collective belonging as hers by birthright: 
 
I’m 36 years old and I’m a mother of three daughters and I’m very proud to be a part of 
this community and the Montreal Theatre. 
Karen  Is it your family town? 




This doesn’t necessarily preclude newcomers from developing a sense of belonging, but suggests a 
struggle to attain the legitimacy provided by the link to the past that also gives the Learmont / Montreal 
origin narrative such power. Heather faces the more challenging situation of family relocation. As a 
result, her comments in interview reveal a sensitive and heightened understanding and appreciation of 
the role that this cinema has played in her experience of trying to belong locally.  
 
In contrast, so-called treechangers in Bowraville became integral to the Bowraville Theatre restoration 
project. One Bowraville participant, Noel, was a newcomer to Bowraville who within 12 months of 
moving to the area became involved from the inception of the campaign to purchase and restore the 
Bowraville Theatre. He recalls: 
 
We formed the [Bowraville] Arts Council and then all these extraordinary people […] 
moved into the valley from the cities and the Central Coast […] and they all had these 
wonderful qualities and qualifications […] and they all brought their skills to this tiny dot 
on the map called Bowraville and they all ended up in this Theatre. 
 
 
Additionally, the time it takes to become ‘local’ is relative. Vicki, a Tumut resident, declined to be 
interviewed for this project but wanted to make one comment. She said: 
 
I just wanted to say that Tumut people are very grateful the people for the likes of Lisa, 
Hugh, there’s quite a few that are there that have come in to the town and they’re not 
locals and have done, been what’s needed and gone and done it which is great for that. 
 
The people who Heather perceives to have more power than her due to length of residency are 
considered by others to be newcomers. 
 
The Roxy Community Theatre, Bingara as contested space 
The Roxy Community Theatre in Bingara is easily the most strongly contested space among the case 
study cinemas. The Roxy Theatre fell into the hands of the then Bingara Shire Council through non-
payment of rates (Research diary). The Bingara Roxy restoration project has received a large amount of 
funds from varying levels of government for the purchase and restoration of the theatre. Moreover, the 
(now) Gwydir Shire Council pays a cinema Manager, who takes care of operational matters such as 
programming. The provision of this degree of support has meant that the people within Bingara haven’t 
been as engaged in place-making practices as people in the other case studies. They didn’t have to 
fundraise to purchase the building together as they did in Leeton and Tumut. They haven’t had to action 
the restoration and manage the operation of the cinema as the comparable groups have in Tumut and 
Bowraville. Although the Roxy is called the Roxy Community Theatre, in the absence of the same degree 
of collective input of ‘hard yakka’ as the other three case studies, this may have an effect on the capacity 




Fieldwork findings showed conflicting perspectives on this. The cinema is run by volunteer labour 
including a volunteer projectionist and volunteer ushers. It is true that one volunteer usher, Susanne, 
told me when she walks through the doors: 
 
I just feel I’m home I just love it, I’m so proud, I still get a little bit choked up about the 
whole place because it’s just as beautiful as it was then, and I just love to share with 
people when they come to visit. 
 
I later asked Susanne what she thought the main difference was in the theatre now compared to when it 
was a commercial venue. She said: 
 
I feel now that its more mine and I’m pleased it is because I feel it’s been mine for 50 
years.  I feel the whole theatre’s been mine for 50 years but now that I can have more 
input into it, more as I said I can come and volunteer it’s just like I feel so relaxed coming. 
 
Susanne has the same feelings of pride, ownership, ‘home’ and belonging that are evident in other case 
study towns. However, she is a long-term local who remembers the Roxy from when she was young, and 
so perhaps this has some impact on the strength of her feeling – her memories are materialized in the 
spaces and structures of the cinema. 
 
In contrast, I received a very different answer when I spoke to Sarah, who is a more recent resident of 
Bingara, who has however had involvement on the Roxy Cinema Committee. I asked Sarah what social 
impact she thought the restoration had on the town. Sarah told me: 
 
it still hasn’t got that sense of community that I envisaged that it would; be a meeting 
place.  It still - you turn up to do something and, if we had the café or had that side foyer 
area - it’s still a bit empty for me, it still doesn’t get me in there to stay for enough so that 
it feels a bit more like a more homely place or something. I don’t know, I heard at the 
conference that we had here about the [another town] experience of people coming in 
and staying around for a cuppa after things. Or one guy who came through the day talked 
about, somewhere down south and it was only a small place, they had a big black book so 
people could put a request down for movies, and what they felt about a movie, and I kind 
of like that idea of interaction and casualness. 
 
It appears that the lack of a requirement for contributions and commitment from people has resulted in 
there being less of a sense of belonging within the cinema space. The sense of ownership, and of ‘home’ 
that so many Leeton and Tumut participants expressed about their respective cinemas was not available 
in Bingara despite Sarah looking for it. Also, the existence of a paid cinema Manager, who looks after 
programming is framed here as a lost opportunity to engage with inclusive programming practices.  
 
Far from producing a sense of community, the spatial meanings and identities operating around the 
Roxy Community Theatre were producing intense conflict amongst invested people. Michelle told me, 
“probably no one mentioned that to you, no one probably mentioned that there is a bit of community 
problems.” In fact, several people mentioned it to me on both sides of the conflict. Further, as Murdoch 
(2006) notes, conflicts can arise over differing visions for the usage of the space. This is the only 
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community cinema of the four case studies that does not have a Management Committee or Advisory 
Committee made up of members of the public. There is a Cinema Committee who initial involvement 
but whose roles the cinema Manager has taken on. The Roxy Community Theatre Manager makes 
decisions and undertakes operational practices. This appears to have caused some problems in there 
being a lack of opportunity for others to have input. Sarah indicates that the conflicts between differing 
visions for spatial usage of the Roxy Community Theatre hinge on the power resting with the cinema 
Manager, and there being a strong desire for control over spatial usage by other users who do not have 
the same authority over the space. This has led to a lack of certainty in spatial meanings, spatial 
identities and spatial practices. As she discusses this, Sarah says, “is it cinema or, who takes 
responsibility for it? I don’t know.” At the time of fieldwork different users of the cinema space were 
operating distinct systems of volunteers. Sarah expresses concern over the lack of integration between 
the groups, saying, “we have this artificial boundary between a cinema volunteer and theatre company 
volunteers which I think is damaging perhaps for the future of the Roxy.”  
 
Sarah goes on to muse on some of the difficulties that arise around spatial decision-making in a 
community cinema context. It is unclear to Sarah whether it is appropriate for members of the public to 
have input, but she feels that should be facilitated: 
 
It’s having enough energy to get involved and say, “OK, let’s try this.” And then you’ve got 
to do it. Maybe I’m a bit burnt out and haven’t had the energy. But it’s also not knowing 
what’s going to be the right thing, or should I leave it to Sandy [the Manager]? Is it Sandy’s 
baby now to do things with. I don’t think the council would support a Management 
Committee. If it was a committee it’d be an Advisory Committee because [the Shire 
Council General Manager] thinks the Manager can do the whole bit. I’m just concerned 
that there isn’t a mechanism to involve the different interest groups with the Roxy 
Cinema.  From the cinema groups to the theatre group. Sandy has to make those 
decisions. She’s made them but has put people offside. Therefore, long-term, where is the 
future of the Roxy if one user group gets pissed off and aren’t going to use the Roxy, and 
bad mouth the place around or whatever?  
Karen   And has that happened? 
Sarah   I get the impression that Sandy’s been frozen out a fair bit, there’s been a fair 
bit of conflict with the Northwest Theatre company.  I think it’s just because there isn’t an 
efficient structure to help in the decision-making process. 
 
 
The animosity between these two factions is strong. Sarah is concerned that it is creating a division that 
will compromise the operation of the Roxy Community Theatre by undermining support:  
 
unless it resolves these things somehow then it will potentially cut back the volunteer 
base or the support. The film this weekend - you’d think most of those aspiring actresses 
and actors would be busting to see some of these films - but I would be really surprised if 
the main people turn up because they not so much a black ban of any cinema activity [at 
the Roxy].”  
 
 
However, people involved with the theatre company expressed similar ideas. One participant, Rick, told 
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me that as the project was getting underway, he and some other decided: 
 
we had to make sure that it wasn’t just going to be a restored building with no heart and 
soul, and no activity. So, we had to make sure that there were active projects and people 
involved with it. And rather than a restoration type museum piece it had to be an active 
and functioning, cinema, theatre, conference centre. And with those three ideals in mind 
we made sure that the theatre and the conference aspects were not forgotten and that 
we didn’t just get a restored cinema. 
 
By all accounts this seems to be one of these situations where everybody involved holds ideals of the 
community in mind in their actions, but hold differing ideas about what is best for the community.  
 
I would like to end this section with an observation of my own. In Bingara, I was overwhelmed by the 
ornate beauty of the building’s decorative features. It is to my mind the most glorious of the four case 
study cinemas. However, I have one reservation. In Bingara, film screenings are projected onto a mobile 
screen that truncates the auditorium almost directly in half. Martin, a new Bingara resident who had 
technical involvement in the Roxy restoration, explained to me that: 
 
that was a technical compromise. If you’re sitting right up the back - it’s a very long hall, 
that was my problem and its very light acoustically. And as nice as it is, full capacity is 
400ish. You’re not going to get 400 to a cinema session. So, let’s make their experience a 
bit better quality, bring it all forward and reduce the volume of the room by half which 
reduces your acoustic problems by half, more direct sound, less reflected sound, bigger 
picture, bigger image.    
 
On the one hand, this a good example of a new spatial practices being introduced into a case of 
restoration place-making. I was also told this was done so that there would not be a permanent screen 
hanging at the end of the hall to enable the space to be more effectively used for live theatre 
performances. I attended a screening at the Roxy Theatre when I was there for the RCP organised ‘Flicks 
in the Sticks’ conference in 2004. The cinema experience was severely compromised, and I walked out of 
the screening and went outside to stand in the courtyard instead. There I met with Ross Thorne. We 
discussed the travesty of truncating an auditorium almost directly in half with a screen and shook our 
heads. This new spatial practice clearly serves the users involved with the theatre company more than 
cinema-goers. I now turn to one of the most sensitive issues raised in my research, concerning the 
challenges involved in restoring a formerly segregated theatre. 
 






Bowraville is a town with a settler history of racial oppression. The Bowraville Theatre was a segregated 
cinema; Aboriginal patrons entered via a poorly-lit side entrance (National Museum of Australia 2018c). 
This led directly to the first few rows of seats at the front of the auditorium to which they were 
restricted. The front row seats were separated from the rest of the auditorium by a one-metre high 
wooden partition (Read 2001, p. 102), a spatial practice of segregation typical of the era (Nugent 2011). 
These were considered the worst seats in the house due to their proximity to the screen. Ann Edwards 
remembers,  
 
we had to come in through the side gate, get our ticket at the little window, then walk 
down the side and up a steep set of stairs, only to sit on hard wooden fold up chairs and 
every one of us with our heads bent right back to look up at the screen (2015).  
 
The then family-named Raymond Theatre provided two different types of seating: plush seats for the 
patrons in the main auditorium area and hard wooden seats for the Aboriginal patrons at the front. 
Gumbayngirr elder Martin Ballangarry recalls the hard seats at the Raymond Theatre, which he attended 
as a boy: 
 
They were hard on your back, so as kids we would lie on the floor. We would all line up, 
sometimes 10, maybe 15 people, adults, kids; we were all lying down here. Around 10 
minutes before the end of the film, we were ushered out of the cinema, out the back and 





(National Museum of Australia 2018b)  
 
After 40 years buried beneath the theatre, the wooden seats were recovered and restored for inclusion 
in a National Museum of Australia exhibition about the 'struggle to gain political and social equality for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples' (National Museum of Australia 2018a).  
 
In 1965, students from Sydney University led by the university’s first Aboriginal student, activist Charles 
Perkins, conducted the Student Action for Aborigines Survey and Demonstration Bus Tour in regional 
NSW. This tour, known as the 'Freedom rides', challenged practices of segregation in public premises 
including pubs, swimming pools and cinemas (Milner 2006). The first freedom ride visited Bowraville in 
February 1965, where segregation was practised in several places including Church, the hospital, the 
school, milk bars, pubs as well as the Raymond Theatre (Edwards 2015). Perkins described Bowraville as 
'riddled with discrimination' (Read 2001, p. 118). A planned protest inside the Raymond Theatre was 
foiled when Sam Raymond closed mid-screening and pinned a note to the doors saying, 'No Pictures 
Tonight' (Curthoys cited in Milner 2006).  
 
After its 2001 acquisition by Nambucca Shire Council in trust for its constituents, the Bowraville Theatre 
was restored and reopened in 2003. The restoration process and community operations are informed by 
stated objectives to redress the theatres racist historical practices. For example, the original ticket 
booth, once inaccessible to Aboriginal people, was deliberately omitted from the restoration plans 
(Research diary, Bowraville). Charles Perkins’ son was invited to open the restored theatre with 
Gumbaynggirr man Aden Ridgeway, at the time the only Indigenous member of the Australian 
Parliament. The ceremony was also marked by an Aboriginal smoking ceremony and welcome dance 




As part of their objective to make the restored theatre a space in which Aboriginal people feel welcome, 
the Bowraville Arts Council make operational decisions that reflect this. Lisa, a member of the Bowraville 
Arts Council talks about some of the alternative uses to which the restored space is put. Lisa tells me: 
“we’ve got a local Aboriginal women’s organisation [who hold weekly gatherings in the Theatre] we put 
a spread on and give them the place and that’s the other thing I like doing you know.” Colin recalls an 
event which drew a large audience of Aboriginal people into the restored theatre when it hosted “a 
launch of [Koori] short films and […] and for the first time ever 90% of people in there [were] Aboriginal 
people and it was packed.” 
 
As already discussed, in 2015, Bowraville was found to be in the top 5% of disadvantaged locations in 
NSW (Jesuit Social Services & Catholic Social Services Australia 2015, pp. 12-13).  This report made 
recommendations that areas of entrenched disadvantage should be the subject of 'community 
strengthening' interventions to generate 'self-sustaining effective communities' (Jesuit Social Services & 
Catholic Social Services Australia 2015, pp. 12-13). The Bowraville Theatre restoration, actions taken by 
the Bowraville community have been extremely effective in securing funding. Inbound cinema 
restoration funds total some $AUD 650, 000. Many fieldwork reports also suggest that the restoration 
project has successfully strengthened community through the new spatial meanings and identities 
produced by decisions made about material restoration and use of operational practices to redress the 
racialized history of segregation and to instead foster reconciliation and self-empowerment. 
 
In contrast to the other case studies, this fractured and painful past looms in conversations about the 
meanings and practices of cinema restoration. I asked Paul, a non-Indigenous Bowraville resident, who 
was on the initial Organisational Committee to buy and restore the Bowraville Theatre what the 
motivations were to do the work of restoration in those initial stages. Paul replied: 
 
The motivation was that what it could do for the town, like the outcome for the town. We 
did have a big Indigenous population here and it’s always been tension and I’d be the first 
to admit when I first come here this town was in very big disarray, you know, there was a 
lot of anger in the streets it was visible.  But that’s receded for the simple reason there is a 
lot of people like myself that don’t carry that and, I mean, we’re trying to do things that 
make differences, you know.  And we’ve got our own technology centre now that we 
created.  I mean I can’t even turn a computer on but I’m the Chairperson of that, but I 
believe in it because it gives people choices and so that empowers them, you know what I 
mean, and that’s an important part of what things like this are about. It’s not just a matter 
of what you get out of it but it’s about [what you get out of it] as a community, because 
you get that spin off from it.  And you know, living here, it’s gentle, it’s nice. That’s a very 
clear path, and we've made some big inroads in this town as far as anger’s gone and it’s 
starting to recede and it’s because of the Theatre and the Technology Centre and other 
things that the people are starting to get involved in. Instead of being excluded they’re 
included and that’s very important.  It empowers people you know they believe they’re 
part of the community. 
 
Colin also reflects on how the Theatre restoration project has impacted the town, saying, “I think it has 
had a monumental [effect] bringing together the community, and all divisions.” There is enthusiastic 
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support for the work that has been done through the Bowraville Theatre restoration towards 
reconciliation; recall from chapter 8, the great ‘joy’ expressed by Rhodes in the BAC newsletter ‘that 
Aboriginal people now enter as equal citizens’ (2005, p. 1). 
 
However, it was difficult for me to gain access to Aboriginal people in Bowraville. I did try, but failed to 
make contact with some people and plans made with others fell through. I have the sense that people 
were being polite but did not really want to speak to me. I understand, and in conclusions below 
recommend that this work could more appropriately conducted by an Aboriginal researcher. I did speak 
to one Aboriginal man, who asked for our conversation not to be recorded. This man was softly spoken. 
He was not critical of the restoration process. However, he was also not a regular attendee at the 
restored Bowraville Theatre. Traces of exclusion remain materialized in the Bowraville Theatre spaces 
and structures, and embodied for this participant in feelings of shame. As in the experience of the 
migrant cinema-goer in Tumut discussed above, the pain of the past has not been fully erased despite 
engagement of cinema remaking practices that aim to produce new spatial meanings and identities. 
 
Lisa Milner, the Bowraville Theatre restoration Project Manager, argues that the remaking of the cinema 
also represents a reconstitution of meanings of community in Bowraville: 
 
The building, and the events which it hosts, are ‘sites’ in which these contestations and 
affirmations are played out. Sam Raymond’s use of the theatre was as a privately-owned, 
and physically segregated, business that just screened films. With these new uses of the 
building which we are adapting to local needs, we are breaking down restrictions between 
traditional spheres, actively renegotiating the boundaries between entertainment and 
education, producer and consumer, cast and audience, black and white. We hope that 
transforming and undermining these distinctions opens up new possibilities, and improves 
the connection between representation and participation of people. I believe that the new 
uses of the Theatre have begun to engender a new form of community identity (Milner 
2006). 
 
Certainly, by this account, the Bowraville Theatre restoration has offered a process of reconciliation that 
has contributed to greater access to the material site of the cinema for all people. It may also have 
opened opportunities for belonging for Aboriginal people who previously experienced systemic 
exclusion. If these claims are right, it may have contributed to the formation of ‘a new form of 
community’, remaking community in a way which diminishes a variety of distinctions as Milner claims. 
But these claims were presented in an official capacity, and official discourses of the cinema restoration 
include acknowledgment of large contributions of public funds which may require a report offering a 
positive slant on their use. To test this, further research is required. 
  
In my fieldwork interview, Lisa’s assessment is more circumspect. Towards the end of our conversation I 
asked her, “Do you think it has been good for the town then?” She replied, “I think so, it’s only just 
starting to show up in a tiny way.” The vision presented above of diminished distinctions and equal 
access remains a vision. The remaking of spatial practices might outstrip the relative remaking of spatial 
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meanings for Indigenous people. Thus, questions are raised about who these processes of reconciliation 
serve.  
 
Lisa Slater (2016) explores how the politics of care operate in reconciliation processes engaged in by 
what she calls ‘good white Australians’. In Slater’s account, ‘good white Australians’ are liberal people 
who genuinely ‘care’ about Indigenous people and wish to ‘do the right thing’. Slater argues these 
engagements are driven by anxieties about performing white-Indigenous relations in order to proceed 
with their world-making projects in a way that avoids the experience of existential angst produced by an 
awareness of ‘not-belonging’ in a colonial settler society. Anxieties circulating in Bowraville about the 
cinema restoration are clearly evident in this comment made by Bob: 
 
there’s always been that negative thing with the Aboriginal [people] right, as far as the 
theatre goes, because they weren’t allowed in the front door and all that. We were always 
told by everybody walking past, they’d say, “It won’t be looking like that for long. The 
Aboriginals (sic) will soon burn that down.” They said, “There’ll be all that bad feeling.” 
And maybe that’s what’s holding the locals from going in. They’re scared that if they go in 
there they’ll get caught in a fire or something. 
 
Slater further suggests that unless the actions of ‘good white’ liberal Australians engage in a politics that 
challenge ongoing systems of oppression, they actually practice a form of Foucault’s ‘care of the self’ 
(2016, p. 120). The educated / white activists of the Bowraville Theatre restoration attempt to remake 
the cinema space into one where all are welcome, thus relieving themselves of a set of anxieties: their 
cinema restoration can progress without the threat of being burned down (Bob); they get to live in an 
increasingly “gentle place” (Paul); and as per the spatial imperative of subjectivity they produce 
themselves as ‘good’ benevolent, aware people who care (Lisa). However, according to Slater they do so 
in a way that reproduces racialized power relationships, ‘colonial relations of authority and vulnerability’ 
and ‘welcomes Indigenous people into an already determined future’ decided by benevolent whites 
who maintain spatial control (2016, p. 121). 
 
My fieldwork also revealed that not all Bowraville residents support all aspects of the restoration and 
operational processes. For example, as in Tumut, some residents believe the funding should instead be 
allocated to infrastructure projects like road-building (Research diary, Bowraville). Others take issue with 
the operation practices of the restored cinema. Matthew shared his dissenting views with me. He 
agreed to a recorded interview but after a few minutes asked to proceed with the conversation 
unrecorded so that he could relax and speak freely. In the first minutes of our conversation he outlined 
some operational decisions with which he disagreed, saying: 
 
it could have been promoted primarily as an entertainment centre, it could have been all 
sorts of things, but the initial view was perhaps too far on the educational side.  And that’s 
something that’s going to have to be remedied so that people can actually feel free to use 
it for all sorts of things rather than something that is uplifting to the community. 
 
Matthew appears to take issue with the ideological the focus that has been placed on the value of the 
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Bowraville Theatre to the community. It is not entirely clear to me whether he takes issue with the focus 
placed on reconciliation through the process. I think he is frustrated that the restored cinema is framed 
as a service to the community rather than a profitable enterprise. Matthew elsewhere expresses 
concern that the Bowraville Arts Council (BAC) indicate a lack of interest in profit. Matthew also believes 
the cinema should be managed by a paid employee rather than volunteers. Paradoxically, although he 
denigrates the community focus of BAC cinema operations, he explains this in terms of making the 
space available for a varied range of other uses. Matthew feels 'shut out' of decision-making processes, 
and is frustrated by the lack of opportunity to enact his vision for the cinema. His stated preference for a 
paid manager over the operational arrangement of a volunteer Committee seems to reflect his 
marginalisation from decision-making processes. Matthew continues to clarify his point, saying: 
 
It was set by that way by the people […] from the beginning, it was there as a cultural 
centre of dissemination to people rather than a place for everyone to use for all kinds of 
purposes. 
 
Here Matthew points out that the restored cinema functions as a point of dissemination to the 
community. It seems that his preference is for a space for which the direction of input flowed in the 
other direction, from the community into the space, visualising a pattern of equal spatial access. This sits 
in contrast with the observations made by a member of the BAC noted above that 'because the 
programming and management is done by locals who volunteer their time, the audience has a greater 
sense of ownership' (Milner 2006). Potentially, both perspectives are valid: as a heterogeneous group, 
the 'audience' may contain both those who feel the practices of volunteering are representative of their 
concerns, and others who don't. 
 
Nonetheless, this offers an example of domination of certain groups and agendas at the expense of 
silencing others. Matthew is not willing to voice his position in a way that will be heard by people in his 
small-town context, a reminder of the sensitivities operating amongst a small group of people within a 
contested terrain. 
 
Murdoch (2006, p. 21) explains that: 
 
Massey expresses concern for social groupings that may find themselves marginalised by 
dominant relational configurations […] the means by which people are “placed” within 
given sets of relations can either strengthen or weaken their ability to exercise some 
degree of control over those very relations. 
 
In Tumut and Bowraville, these cinema restorations would not have happened without those 
contributions from people who acted as drivers in these projects. They are, especially in Tumut, under-
resourced and overburdened. However, it is possible that there is room in their practices to further 
diminish distinctions between decision-makers and non-decision-makers; to become the democratizing 




These fieldwork narratives are examples of what Massey and Jess (1995, p. 134) call ‘rival claims to 
define the meaning of places and, thereby, rights to control their use or future.’ Spatial identities are 
frequently contested, as spatial meanings vary across different groups and also over time. These 
variations in spatial meaning can cause a conflict over spatial configurations based on different 
interpretations of the past. The authors highlight a clear connection between dominant spatial 
meanings and the everyday rights to decision-making and control over material places. Paradoxically, 
this conflict over the meanings of, and rights to, space can indicate an intense significance of the cinema 
places to community to all groups involved.  
 
In some case study locations, I encountered dissenting positions to dominant groups and discursive 
structures, suggesting that claims about the significance of the restored cinemas to community were 
inflated or wrongheaded. In others I was asked to conduct interviews ‘off the record’ with people whose 
feelings of ‘not-belonging’ in the past remain so strong that they chose not to fully voice them. In all 
these cases underlying power structures of racial difference underpin experiences of exclusion. In two 
case study locations, participants used our interviews to express their extreme opposition to the 
dominant groups, constructions or uses of the cinema in question.  
 
Cinema preservation campaigns can be perceived as examples of restoration projects which seek to 
recover a sense of spatial and social stability within a broader atmosphere of insecurity produced by 
industrial and economic decline. In my research, both positive and critical reflections on the spatial 
meanings generated by cinema restoration were framed by discourses of community, demonstrating 
the primacy of this concept in meanings of the cinemas.  
 
Liepins asserts that ‘”community” must be analysed for the diversities, silences, gaps and 
marginalisations that simultaneously occur even while some people engaged with a community may 
believe a communal set of understandings and relations are being held’ (2000a, p. 31). One of the 
central findings of historical scholarship into cinema-going has been that the cinema is a multiply 
configured space that has meaning for many different people, holding different memories, experiences, 
values and visions (Huggett & Bowles 2004; Srinivas 2000). No ‘communities’ operate as ideals. I 
encountered division, dissent and resentment during fieldwork in each of the case study locations. 
However, only in Bowraville, a town where historic racial and social divisions are highly charged, have 
contestations of claims to community been addressed in place-making and restoration practices. In 
contrast, in Tumut, systems of keyholding and gatekeeping appear in practice to reflect the discursive 
constraints that safeguard the acceptable meanings of community which the cinema represents. 
 
In Bowraville, the presence of shame in past cinema narratives drives a commitment to change in the 
present. Bowraville presents the exception with regard to genesis narratives – the past ownership and 
operational practices of Sam Raymond are re-articulated only to invoke past fractures in the community 
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which require redress through the deliberate production of new spatial identities and practices, such as 
the omission of the previously ‘whites only’ ticket booth from the restoration and the weekly provision 
of hospitality in the cinema foyer to an Aboriginal women’s group. In the Bowraville Theatre folklore, 
the event of the visit of the ‘Freedom Riders’ in 1965 provides a past narrative which offers a guide for 
present place-making decisions, evident in the invitation to Charles Perkins’ son to open the restored 
cinema. However, current contestations to dominant cinema meanings and practices remain 
marginalized. 
 
The rhetoric of both cinema and cinema restoration may be employed to create imagined community 
geographies, connected by the politics of pride and pleasure. However, at the same time, cinemas and 
cinema restoration are used to create personal geographies that may generate disconnected lives and 
difference through the affective resonance of shame and anger. If these difficult emotions were 
embraced they could trigger self re-evaluation leading to greater opportunities for connection and 
expansion. However, narratives of shame are more often marginalized or silenced, as indicated by the 
reluctance of people to speak to me about them in both Tumut and Bowraville. Sometimes silencing 
occurs through practices of self-censorship in alignment with dominant meanings of the cinemas, as 
demonstrated by the Shire Councillor in Tumut who hid her preference for expenditure on 
infrastructure such as roads.  
 
Nevertheless, in all four case study locations I observed that place-making processes have genuinely 
contributed to the way people understand themselves, their connection to others, and their relationship 
with the cinema, and it is not my aim to invalidate those experiences. Valentine argues for an 
understanding of community that ‘recognises that imagined communities are fluid and contested but 
are still important to their “members”’ (2001, p. 105). In response to concerns about reactionary and 
backward-looking practices of heritage place-making, this research finds that while engagement with 
the past is strongly evident in the construction of present and future meanings of the cinemas, place-
making practices of restoration produce new spatial identities and practices. These reflect the present 
needs of their ‘communities’, most evidently in Bowraville, where past meanings of community are least 
palatable in the present-day context. 
 
If we accept that communities are complex, fluid constructs in process, then community cinemas can be 
thought of as spaces where meanings of community are constructed, contested and reconstructed. 
However, for there to be change in the discourses and processes of place-making and in related self-
constructions, there needs to be an ‘openness’ (Massey 2005) to new spatial identities and practices. 
According to Probyn (2005), dominant feelings of pride may prevent the self-evaluation from happening 
that would enable such openness. As Waitt, Figueroa and McKee (2007) argue, pride operates to close 




It is instructive to consider whether the community cinemas explored in this research are more or less 
exclusive than those cinemas were in their commercial incarnations? I argue they are less exclusive. 
Rather than excluding patrons who smell of onions, in Tumut audiences tolerate food being thrown in 
the auditorium, not to humiliate and exclude people from experiencing a sense of belonging as in the 
past experience of the Montreal, but in a way that expresses belonging. This contrasts sharply with the 
apparent exclusion of youth symbolised by the barbed wire fence that surrounds the Montreal Theatre 
and is linked to the protection of the space from wayward youth. Repeatedly my research has shown 
that space is made of multiple relations and some of them contradict each other. 
 
Rather more unexpectedly, vulnerability and the politics of care have emerged as primary themes in this 
research about country town cinema preservation. Discourses of regional decline circulating in the 
regional cinema policy discourses suggest that during the 1990s, preservation campaigns emerged out 
of a context of social and economic vulnerability. Cinema preservation activists in case study locations 
have demonstrated that, in contrast, they are actually very resourceful and capable. In their discourses 
of cinema preservation, the trope of vulnerability is directed instead towards others. These others are 
marginalized social groups; young people, the elderly and Aboriginal Australians. Cinema activists, 
volunteers and Management Committees, then, manage the cinema spaces for these marginalized 
groups, and there is a risk that this veers into paternalism. They practice care in this role by offering 
access under generous circumstances – free concerts in Leeton, cheap ticket prices in Tumut, and 
weekly morning teas for an Aboriginal women’s group in Bowraville. However, authority and spatial 
control remain in the hands of the dominant group - white adults - who hold the decision-making power 
in the ongoing practices of cinema place-making.  
 
It is important for scholars of Australian cinema-going, and cultural policy-makers, to recognise that 
there is significant slippage between the way cinema is talked about both in a disciplinary and policy 
sense, and the way it is engaged with in everyday settings. With regard to the NSW regional cinema 
revival, both campaign and policy discourses have chosen to exaggerate the relevance of cinema-going 
to community to explain and elicit public support for a traditionally commercial activity. The discursive 
equation of cinema-going with community has endowed these projects with a degree of political 
legitimacy and for the first time a realm which has traditionally been left to market forces has been 
adopted as an interest of the state.  
 
The NSW RCP emerged within and consolidated a policy environment within which funding and other 
support was made more easily accessible to cinema restoration projects within small-town contexts 
with populations of less than 2000 people such as Bingara and Bowraville. Unlike the Leeton Roxy and 
the Tumut Montreal Theatre, both of which came into public ownership as a result of grassroots 
campaigns before the establishment of the RCP, it is unlikely that either the Bowraville Theatre of the 




Of the four case study locations, the strongest emphasis on community is present in cinema discourses 
operating in Leeton and Tumut. This most likely reflects the grassroots nature of the preservation 
campaigns in those towns. Pre-RCP, the support of a large number of people was necessary to raise 
sufficient funds to make the collective purchase. In both Leeton and Tumut a significant amount of 
money was raised through public fund-raising, indicating significant instance of collective personal 
investment in those cinemas. Public fund-raising was also conducted during the initial push for collective 
purchase in Bowraville. Public fund-raising is still the fallback strategy of the Montreal Theatre 
Management Committee when faced with financial strains such as ‘the insurance crisis’. In contrast, the 
community cinemas in Leeton, Bowraville and Bingara all have arrangements with their Shire Councils 
that ensure the ongoing demands on their various management structures are minimal and 
manageable. In Leeton, annual contributions of the Leeton Shire Council to the operation of the Leeton 
Roxy Community Theatre are widely acknowledged and supported. In Tumut, personal decisions to 
support the Montreal Community Theatre through contributions to fund-raising efforts are made in an 
ongoing way. 
 
Additionally, accounts of restoration in Leeton, Tumut and Bowraville all recall the ‘hard yakka’ 
contributed through the labour of volunteers who, for example, spent weekends scraping paint off old 
light fittings at the Tumut Montreal Theatre, clearing the Bowraville Theatre auditorium after 40 years 
of neglect, and restoring and reinstalling the Leeton ROXY neon lights. In contrast, this degree of 
personal investment and volunteer labour was never required in Bingara, which has received the most 
money through State and Federal government funding programs. Cinema discourse of community were 
least prevalent in Bingara of the four cases. The Bingara Roxy Theatre, over which two dueling factions 
struggle for spatial control, is the most contested site of the four community cinemas. The cinema sites 
which are produced and maintained through the processes of collective personal investment and 
volunteer labour also produce the strongest feelings of community. The cinema restored with the most 
support from government policy programs demonstrated the least evidence of feelings of community. 
 
Having presented my research findings, I now close with a brief reflection on the overall outcomes of 
this project and its contributions to the scholarly literature and the conduct of methods within cinema 







This research has addressed a gap in the literature presenting architectural and scholarly histories of 
cinemas and their place in cinema cultures. It has done this by thinking about cinemas spatially through 
the application of feminist poststructuralist ideas developed within human geography. This 
interdisciplinary approach thus bridges the gap between geography’s ‘cultural turn’ and the ‘spatial 
turn’ in cinema studies. I argue that while cinema scholars have acknowledged the significance of the 
spatial to questions of cinema culture, the application of spatial thinking to cinema research has been 
limited. I have used these theories to think about how people talk about space and place as part of how 
space and place actually work. Spaces and structures function as a locus for experiences and feelings, 
and thus provide a locus for the production, reflection and continual remaking of self understandings, in 
personal and collective terms. In seeking to extend the capacity for interdisciplinary cinema research, 
this thesis presents a model for future research to continue to expand. 
 
I have also sought to expand the tools available to cinema researchers who might engage in the conduct 
of ethnographic fieldwork. I have drawn on the insights and practices developed within human 
geography at a time when feminist geographers were conducting conversations about methodological 
practice. In my conduct of research in four case study locations I have endeavoured to apply the 
principles of ethnographic research with attention to both rigour and ethics as suggested within that 
literature. I argue that this discussion also offers insights to the conduct of ethnographic cinema studies 
research that has been begun by oral historians working with living memory. 
 
By these means I have discovered new ways of thinking about cinema restoration campaigns that a 
straightforward cinema studies approach would not have sought or found. Chapter 6 explains the 
mechanisms behind the ‘preservation impulse’ as produced through the spatial imperative of 
subjectivity. My research indicates that the retention of landmark spaces and structures offers a sense 
of spatial security just as the prospect of their loss produces anxiety and a sense of social disassembling. 
 
Chapter 7 explores discourses of the past and the politics of pride operating in the reconfiguration of 
meanings activated by cinema restoration activities. This chapter suggests that notions of spatial fixity 
are undermined by relational ways of thinking about spatial and social identities. It considers critiques of 
nostalgia and concludes that through nostalgia, participants look to the past, present and the future in 
ways that enable self-reflection. However, it is suggested that mechanisms of closure and exclusion 
operate through the discourses of pride common in cinema restoration. 
 
Chapter 8 turns to the key concern of community, explored through claims and constructions of the 
cinemas as sites of social and spatial belonging. The chapter demonstrates how feelings of community 
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are produced through shared imaginings, and objectives. Also, the operational practices of community 
cinemas can produce a sense of belonging including through the democratising process of collective 
programming. Additionally, I argue that mechanisms of welcoming and ushering performed in 
community cinema volunteer capacities produces a strong feeling of belonging and ownership 
characterised as being ‘at home.’ 
 
Chapter 9 is sensitive to the operation of power relations in community cinema contexts that produce 
not just dominant effects but suppressions. It was by far the most difficult chapter to write due to its 
provocation of the risk of harm to participants. In the end, I have done what I could to avoid exposing 
people to hurt while providing a platform for the stories that have in other ways been marginalised and 
silenced. As Liepins (2000b) insists, ‘communities’ are heterogeneous and it is possible to identify both 
unity and difference within them. In these case studies these differences are sometimes performed as 
conflict and as struggle. By far the most interesting outcome of this chapter’s discussion is the 
observation that in multiple locations discourses of care for vulnerable social groups are deployed in the 
ongoing renegotiation of relations of dis/empowerment. 
 
The most surprising aspect of this research has been the degree to which community cinemas are sites 
of contestation.  This has required an awareness of the ethical consideration to do no harm to 
participants and as a result I have been carefully selective in presentation of participant comments. This 
has also been the most challenging aspect of this research as I have walked a line between reporting my 
findings and honouring participants. I have sought to demonstrate the existence of spatial conflict in 
cinema sites and simultaneously avoid aggravating conflict in a highly charged social terrain. My decision 
to use pseudonyms is another strategy I have used to protect participants while giving them a voice. As a 
student visiting small country town I was offered and in some places I accepted invitations of 
accommodation from research participants. The generosity offered to me by research participants was 
substantial and I am grateful for it. However, the pitfall of receiving hospitality is that it positioned me 
close to my material. If I could turn back time and redo this research I might choose to keep a little more 
distance. 
 
In my focus on exploring the ‘preservation impulse’ and the question of community I have addressed 
two primary research questions in this research but I could have written several theses with the material 
that I collected. If I had the opportunity to redesign this project I would narrow its scope. The capacity to 
make comparative analyses has been fruitful, but a single case study with a longer fieldwork visit may 
have produced a more manageable amount of material and would have enabled me to explore more 
fully some of the issues raised by researchers interested in spatial relationality as a constitutive feature 
of identity practice.  
 
What I have not done in this thesis is consider feelings engendered by the spaces and structures of 
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cinema in relation to the literature of affect. This is an approach with much promise for future work. 
Additionally, the conditions of rurality exist as a backdrop in this thesis, and it would be possible to 
approach this research material with the literature of rurality more to the fore.   The mechanisms of 
effective grassroots political action have not been addressed, although these cases are connected to a 
fascinating example of policy development which poses questions about political decision-making. The 
role of heritage in the legitimation of preservation projects is a feature of these case studies that could 
be critiqued, but there has not been room for that here. Nor have I fully investigated the way that 
systems of ownership and operation of restored community cinemas constitute the ethos of community 
economically through the application of a non-capitalist practices of operation. There is scope for that 
research to be done in the future.  
 
Lastly, I am not positioned to conduct in-depth research on past practices of racial segregation in cinema 
spaces and in relation to my statements on positionality in chapter 5, I do not believe that experiences 
of racial segregation in cinema spaces can be explored fully by non Indigenous researchers. I therefore 
acknowledge the inadequacy of this research to access and represent experiences of Indigenous 
Australians.   Of all the possibilities for further research in this area, this is potentially the most 
important, and it is my hope that this area of research will be taken up by Indigenous scholars. 
 
How could this research paradigm contribute to understanding the Netflix era? How does it 
apply to the spatiality of watching movies in your bedroom, or not being able to access 
broadband at all? How are country areas once more being reshaped by discourses of media 
experience? What would poststructuralist research help us see? And what will happen to 
cinemas now? Are all four cinemas still running? 
 
To conclude: the NSW RCP and related government funding agencies and programs at all levels including 
important, but far from universal, support from Shire Councils has enabled the restoration of cinema 
spaces, and their social and cultural functions in several small-towns contexts. The strategic invocation 
of ‘community’ to justify these investments of public funds in fiscally unprofitable cultural facilities has 
effectively positioned cinema as a public good, just as commercial discourses of cinema have done in the 
past. These cinema restorations have successfully restored spatial and social vibrancy in the case study 
locations, and provide a focal point through which people reproduce and reconfigure their self and 
collective understandings. People use the community cinemas to produce meanings and experiences of 
community but these meanings are not unified or universally experienced. Conflict over the use of space 
can be intense. Therefore, the spatial meanings of both ‘community’ and the cinemas remain open to 
contestation and remaking in an ongoing process. What remains to be seen is how these cultural politics 
of space, place, identity and community will change as cinema experiences are once more undergoing 
rapid industrial transformation, particularly through the slow provision of broadband and online services 
to country towns. As a discipline, cinema studies will have to continue to adapt and grow, as the 
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material circumstances of its key subject matter also change. Openness to the theories and methods of 
other disciplines fundamentally interested in space and place is a critical opportunity for cinema studies 
to survive, just as new modes of movie watching—perhaps less social, perhaps less obviously connected 
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